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            Geo-Plankton Viewing Platform

          

        

      

    

    
      Hectamon 7

      

      The dark waters of a vast sea spread toward the horizon, which glimmered with the bright lights of the coast. The towers, domes, and sky-bridges of New Gate City were far away from this quiet place, though, little more than a whitening haze.

      It was nighttime on the seventh world of the Hecta System, but the seas weren’t black. They were purple and mauve, blue and indigo. Racing across them were spreading fractal patterns of bright white light, all fluorescing with the same incredible symmetry.

      If it wasn’t for the way the patterns shimmered and bobbed with the waves, the onlookers who paced the floating viewing platform would have thought they were looking at a digital pattern.

      But of course, they were not. The wealthy people dotted over the crystal-glass floor were looking at the seasonal blooms of the geo-plankton, which strangely only created exact symmetrical shapes. It was a marvel of the territory known as the Golden Throne. There are many such marvels in the twenty-seventh century.

      “Those little things are sentient, I tell you. Who wouldn’t call that art?” asked the envoy from Terevesin, a young woman from the small world in the Sagittarius Arm of the galaxy. The envoy wore, as was the fashion in imperial society at the moment, the shimmering gauzes of micro-woven cloth fashioned into a long dress. Hers was silver and blue, but she had added a note of her home-world—a living pendant of Terevesian ivy that waved and moved in response to noise.

      “You Terevesians are more in love with your plants than you are with your people!” grumbled the much larger shape of a man dressed in red machine-plate. Hector Bendis was one of the Red Judges, the desert people who favored strong-gravity worlds, turning them into near giants with prodigious strength. As the goliath of a man with the short-cropped white beard chuckled, the red scales of his auto-plate moved and sighed in perfect unison.

      “And you judges care only for your rocks and metals!” The envoy’s laughter was light and chime-like. The woman appeared to be in her mid to late twenties, but that could have been the effect of the gene therapies that everyone seemed to have now.

      The floating platform itself was encased in dark blue metals—better for the Hecta geo-plankton to be seen through the floor. Arched metal doors led to the restrooms, saunas, and other luxurious facilities. Anything to please the visitors before they left in the early hours, back to the city on the coast. Drone-waiters—floating white semi-circles that contained a variety of light wines—circulated through the crowd.

      “Attention, Honored Guests!” a voice broke through the murmurs. In the center of the room, the holo-form of a young man dressed in tabard and hat flared to life. Everything about him was gold, from the clothes he wore to the color of his skin. He struck a pose, one hand raised in the air, and dutifully, all the assembled citizens and colonists stood a little straighter.

      He was a Herald of the Throne, a visitation that could be beamed seemingly anywhere that the Golden Throne—and Empress Helena I—wanted.

      “I don’t believe it, myself…” whispered Hector the Red Judge, ever as pragmatic as his people. “I think it’s a simulation.”

      He was talking, of course, about the generally held belief that the heralds were in fact real people, not just digital creations. That somewhere, at the feet of the Eternal Empress herself perhaps, this young man would be standing in his real, golden flesh.

      “What, you don’t think that we can create gold skin pigment now?” whispered the scandalous envoy from Terevesin. She lowered her voice still further and mouthed the word, “Heresy!”

      Even the Red Judge had to hide a grin at that, but it was a cautious sort of a grin—the sort that made him wonder if the plant-lady from Terevesin would report him to the throne for daring to question the official story.

      “You are gathered here today as special guests of the Eternal Empress, here to celebrate the five-hundred and seventy-sixth year of our beloved Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian the First, the Queen of Earth!”

      “I see she didn’t make it here in person,” the envoy from Terevesin managed to whisper to her colleague.

      “She’s beaming the exact same message to all the thousand worlds. I tell you this is all a recording,” the monstrous form of the red giant muttered. Even if it was scandalously close to treason, no one around him seemed to notice.

      “Excuse me, excuse me…” Hector was suddenly jostled by a much smaller—and much thinner—human. Well, he would have been jostled, if the Red Judge wasn’t so large.

      As it was, the smaller man merely bounced off him.

      Hector Bendis glared.

      But the smaller man didn’t even appear to notice him. The man had a round, completely bald head and perfectly smooth features, and wore a simple ochre and orange encounter suit. He looked out of place there, the Red Judge immediately recognized, but that wasn’t all that was wrong with him.

      His features were too new. Too shiny. As if he were a baby without wrinkles or worry lines or laughter creases. Even his eyebrows only had the softest suggestion of fluff, not hair at all.

      Hector recoiled a little in his suit.

      “Terevesin,” the man-baby said, looking at the envoy beside the Red Judge. “Terevesin,” the man repeated—

      Just before his head exploded in a shower of bloody gore.
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            New Gate City Southside

          

        

      

    

    
      Lt. Anders V’Mhol’Corsigon ducked the first swing of the Secari and only had a moment to jam his stunner into the side of the creature’s chitinous head. The Secari was a full two feet shorter than the tall human, but the alien made up for it by being a good two feet wider as well.

      Someone had made the mistake of calling the bulbous, pink and white form of the Secari what they looked like to humanity: crab-men. Which wouldn’t have been an insult some two centuries ago, before the creatures with the large bone-chitin plates had worked out that crabs, shrimp, and other shellfish were considered a delicacy to the humans of the Golden Throne.

      Now they bloody well think that we’re all out to eat them, Anders thought as he backed away from the stocky creature.

      Thump. The human military police officer hit one of the tables of the synth bar, spilling the day-glow drinks behind him. Nowhere left to go.

      In front of him, the Secari flexed its claw-like hands and hunkered still further, and the two on either side of it did the same.

      Oh crap. It was the traditional fighting display of their kind. Given the job that the man had—policing the communities of the Golden Throne—he had to know about such things.

      It didn’t help that the Secaris were drunk. Their swamp world of Seca in the Perseus Arm of the Milky Way had no indigenous mammalian life—only reptiles, crustaceans, mollusks, and bugs—which meant that they had developed no enzymes to process cow’s milk. The result of consuming said milk often led to trouble like this.

      Yup, I am about to get ripped apart by a bunch of bugs high on milk. Anders might have found it humorous were it not so horrifyingly true.

      It also didn’t help that the Secaris had arrived on Hectamon 7 for the inauguration of the Challenge—a vicious fight-to-the-death contest to take place on the Hecta’s third planet, heavily terraformed for the process. The Secari nation, of course, had their own challenger in the fight and were here as a part of the roving band of admirers, followers, and spectators.

      This happens every damned year. Anders groaned as the first Secari made his move.

      Luckily, the creature was drunk, so it was easy for Anders to leap out of the way, planting another shock from the silver rod of his stunner as he smacked it across the shoulders.

      But Secari were tough, and even though it collapsed onto the table and shivered with electricity, Anders knew that it would get back up again any moment—

      “Ooof!” Anders was suddenly thrown back as one of the milk-fiends barreled into him, sending him flying across more tables, drinks, and patrons. Somewhere, there was the high peep of an alarm—either from the manager of the bar itself or one of the patrons who had set off their personal alarms.

      But Anders had been doing this job a long time, and he had faced far more dangerous criminals and thugs than these.

      “Alright then!” the man shouted, snatching his service pistol—a simple laser pistol that he could set to light or heavy—from his thigh.

      Considering the size of the things, his thumb flicked the switch to heavy.

      “Any more of you so much as wave an eyestalk at me and I’ll blow a hole right through your chitin!” Anders roared, rising from his crouch with the chrome stick of the stunner still in his right hand. One of the few genetic edits he’d had as a younger man was to make himself ambidextrous—which hadn’t cost as much as you would have thought, and it was surprising how useful it was.

      For a moment, the military policeman caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror behind the bar, seeing the slim, athletic form of a human dressed in a form-fitting light encounter suit. His job description, although technically imperial military, was still considered part liaison, which meant instead of the gold and tan colors of a military uniform, he wore mostly black, edged with gold.

      He stood just about six-foot-tall—there were plenty of humans taller than him, and plenty of ways that he could have enhanced his stature with growth hormones, but Anders never had. It wasn’t that he disapproved of gene-tech or the work that the Gene Seers did for the throne. It was just that he knew he needed to be able to relate to people on-the-ground, and it wouldn’t help getting information out of someone if they were terrified of him.

      Also, the side-effects of the treatments could be horrible—nausea, headaches, and nightmarish visions that could last for regular Sol months before they finally cleared. And Lt. Anders never had that amount of time to not be at the top of his game.

      So here he was, a man in his late-thirties with short, mousy-brown hair. There was stubble on his chin that he hadn’t had time to get rid of this morning, given the stresses of the Challenge.

      The third Secari—that hadn’t done any attacking yet—waved its talons in the air and made a chittering noise. The small translator node on its neck plate pulsed and turned it into Imperial English.

      “Steady there, police-man… My friends are just a little excited. This is how we Secari let off steam…” the less drunk crab figure said.

      “Don’t give me that ‘this is all cultural’ crap!” Anders advanced anyway, looking as though he might just blow a hole through the nearest one anyway. “Or do I have to remind you that you are on a Throne World, and that it’s our laws that stand?”

      Anders wasn’t actually as annoyed as he pretended to be, but he was making a show of force. He knew that he had to, as he couldn’t let it be known that he, Lt. Anders, was a pushover. He was a policeman of sorts, as well as a detective and a reservist. If the lowlifes of the Hecta System thought that his insides were as soft as these Secaris’ were, then he would be dead before the week was out!

      “Okay, okay… We don’t want any trouble…” the not-very-drunk Secari was saying.

      “Tickets,” Anders said uncompromisingly.

      “What? No!” the chitin-plated men started to chitter. Was this human really going to take their tickets to the Challenge away from them?

      “Assaulting an Officer of the Throne, on throne territory, is a crime subject to immediate punishment. Surely they told you that at the space dock?” Anders growled. Everyone knew that ‘immediate punishment’ basically meant that one of the military police could do almost whatever they want, within reason.

      It was a way to alleviate stress on the throne’s overburdened courts system, and also a way to avoid the tricky cross-nation, ambassadorial, alien-relations issue. The courts were already clogged up with appeals and deportations from one world to another. As such, this decree was one of the few of the Eternal Empresses that Lt. Anders actually approved of. It meant that he could issue fines, restrict travel, and even execute in the course of pursuing a dangerous criminal.

      “Oh, come on!” the Secari tried to argue again.

      “You heard me. Tickets!” Anders menaced them with the gun.

      One by one, each of the crab-men flipped open one of their ‘outer’ plates to reveal an implanted data-screen, from which they ‘threw’ into the air the holographic blue and silver forms of their Challenge tickets.

      But I am not so COMPLETELY stupid as to have three angry Secari wandering around the system with nothing to do… Anders pocketed his stunner and snatched each one out of the air with his free hand, laying the almost see-through holo-structure on the nearest table, keeping his gloved forefinger over each one.

      The data-node on his lapel flashed, and his personal holo-field came up with a list of commands—everything from invalidate to destroy.

      Instead, he placed an official warning mark on each one, knowing that it would be flagged by authorities everywhere they went for the next thirty days. The Challenge authorities would, of course, see them when these three bozos went to the viewing stations, and then they would be allocated only minimal milky drinks, as well as their own personal surveillance drone to keep an eye on them. That should keep them out of trouble, he thought irritably as he flung each ticket back to them.

      “Thank you, Officer… We appreciate it!” the soberest of the three was saying as his—or hers? Theirs? Anders had never managed to work out their gender—‘brood brothers’ grumbled. They had come here to get loaded up on bovine goodness and cheer for their champion.

      What was his name again? Anders wondered idly as he brushed the broken glass from his suit and watched the three shuffle out. Uskol. That was it, wasn’t it? Uskol something-or-another. The Secari challenger would right now either be on route to the system, or otherwise be in one of the training facilities, flexing his chitin.

      Anders didn’t even know who the human challengers were. There was always a mass of them from various worlds—sometimes as many as a hundred or so, other times only twenty to thirty. Each challenger had to be approved almost a full Sol year in advance, as that allowed the Imperial Authorities the time to monitor their gene therapies and make sure that no one tried to smuggle in illegal weaponry.

      Whatever. The policeman shook his head. The whole thing was just barbaric as far as he was concerned. Maybe that was what dealing with violence on a day-to-day basis did to you.

      “If I wanted to get into a fight, I can just walk into my local synthbar!” Anders muttered, taking out his data-pad to start recording the incident and filing a report so the bar manager could claim back any expenses.

      Anders hated the bureaucracy, but data and code and bits of information made the universe turn, right?

      Sigh.

      The man was just about to start when he saw that there was already an urgent message scrolling across his data-screen.

      
        
        Immediate Call-Out for Lt. Anders.

        Code: Sus. Hom.

        14 Seaview Apartments, Hecta Port Authority

      

      

      “Oh great,” Anders groaned. Sus. Hom meant ‘suspected homicide,’ and in his experience, if there was already enough evidence to suspect a homicide, that usually meant there was a homicide.

      Anders hated Challenge season. Everything went crazy.
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            Seaview Apartments, New Gate City Coast

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, so I guess that this counts as a homicide, Lt. Anders thought.

      The body hanging in front of him was, in every sense of the world, awful. It was a human male, and from what Anders guessed, he had to be somewhere in his very early twenties. He almost looked like a teenager, in fact, but he was a tall teenager if that was the case. The cadaver was strung up to the ceiling fan by the neck with a length of poly-filament cord. Which was entirely unnecessary, given the fact that the man’s throat had been slit and dark blood had sheeted over his encounter suit.

      The body wore an ochre and orange suit—a simple enough, fairly standard design that was a bit on the cheaper side. The suit fit the small pod-like apartment room of Seaview Apartments.

      “One of those pay-by-night places,” Anders said out loud to the only other intelligence in the room, Moriarty.

      “Easy to check-in, easy to check-out,” Moriarty’s voice buzzed near his ear. Moriarty was a small A.I.—not even a full artificial intelligence, as they had been banned almost two hundred years ago by decree of the Eternal Empress. It was instead what they called a simulated intelligence. It was little more than a personality-interface that overlaid the main crime database of the Military Police Bureau, or MPB.

      Anders knew that the exact same ‘Moriarty’ was right now helping probably a dozen other officers of the MPB across the system. He still liked to think that his Moriarty was different, though.

      “Scan for ID,” Anders thought aloud as he paced around the body.

      There was something odd about the entire scene, and it wasn’t just the fact that the killer had cut the poor guy’s throat and strangled him.

      It was the fact that the human head looked kinda, well, young.

      The head was completely smooth and hairless—so smooth that Lt. Anders thought the man looked like his hair had been surgically removed.

      There was also a certain pudgy quality to the man that suggested much younger years than even he appeared. No creases or wrinkles.

      “Which, of course, could be the result of gene therapy. Make a note to check the Database of Allowed Body Enhancement Practices with the Gene Seers,” he said.

      “Note taken,” Moriarty chimed from the small silver data-node on Lt. Anders’s lapel. “Scan Results: No ID found. No microchips, no implanted nodes.”

      Hmm. Lt. Anders tapped his stubbly chin. It wasn’t completely unusual not to have any physical ID implanted into the body somewhere, if the person was also carrying a data-node or data-pad somewhere on their person.

      IDs and data-nodes are the ways that citizens are allowed to live their lives under the Reach of the Throne, Anders thought. An ID was registered to you at birth, and with it, you could get employment, receive gene therapy, pay for housing, etcetera.

      “Including, pay for a place like this…” the lieutenant thought aloud. Which was another question: “How did this corpse pay for this room if he didn’t have any form of ID?”

      Hell, how did he even get on-world without an ID?

      Anders took a closer look at the body for clues. “The poly-filament cord is black, and I’d bet that it’s top industrial-grade work.” Anders reached up to touch it lightly. It was still slightly greasy with the lubricant oil it came packed in.

      “Brand new,” he mused.

      It wouldn’t be impossible to find cord like that in the shops, he thought, but probably special enough that someone had to go looking for it. Which meant that this wasn’t a crime of passion. The killer had thought about it enough that they had come with the cord already on their person. Climbing, or extreme sports shops, he thought. Another clue to check out—whether any of the local sports shops had sold any recently.

      “Nuts.” Anders then realized his mistake.

      “The food or the fastener commonly used by mechanics?” Moriarty asked helpfully.

      “Either. Both.” Anders groaned. “I just remembered what system I lived in,” he said.

      “Always a solid first move,” Moriarty congratulated him.

      Lt. Anders knew that the problem with trying to track down the sale of poly-filament rope—and probably even the blade that had cut the poor man-baby’s throat—was that the Hecta System would be full of them.

      Hecta was, after all, home to Hecta 3—the terraformed world of the Challenge, and as such, there were any number of outfitters, mercenaries, and extreme sports shops in the system. The merchants and shop owners had long ago realized that visitors and tourists who came to see the Challenge would all want to go home with a souvenir. What better thing than a replica weapon that one of the challengers themselves had used? Or a climbing harness just like the one that some challenger had used to escape the jaws of death?

      Anders groaned again. It was almost too much of a coincidence that it would probably take him until the next Challenge to finally track down what outfitter had sold that bit of rope up there.

      “Am I to take it that the murder weapon is a dead end, sir?” Moriarty asked.

      “Not a dead end, just not top priority,” Anders said. “Let’s work on the body instead…” He took a step closer.

      The man-baby remained just as grotesque, and just as ageless, as it had been before. Even the man’s eyebrows were barely there—instead, they were translucent, almost the blonde fluff of a newborn.

      Just like…. Ander’s heart clutched at his chest. No. He wouldn’t think of her, not now. Not while he had a job to do.

      But memories are unstoppable, and the heart adores defying the mind…
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        * * *

      

      Lt. Anders’s little girl’s name had been Sibbi. Sibbi Corsigon, and she had been ten.

      Anders was only nineteen when he had met her mother, Cassandra Y’Letin. They had both been young—Anders already studying to be a military policeman, and Cassandra to be an xenobiologist. They had been young and madly in love, but the pressures of their respective academies had meant that they had to wait for the birth of their first child.

      So, they had put the embryo that would become Sibbi into the gene-clinic along with a thousand other would-be and future parents. When they both graduated at twenty-one, they set the date, and Anders had watched Cassandra’s belly swell with pride.

      Sibbi Corsigon had been beautiful in every respect. And they’d had ten happy—if stressful—years before a killer’s bullets had taken both her and Cassandra from him…
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        * * *

      

      “Sir? Sir?” It was the voice of Moriarty, breaking the lieutenant’s dark cycle of thoughts.

      “Huh? What… Oh yes, right…” The body. The man-baby. Who looked almost grown, but also not grown in the same breath.

      “Check for gene therapies,” Lieutenant Anders said. Why hadn’t he done that in the first place?

      “Opening Gene Seer Registry…” Moriarty hummed. “Requesting permission… This will take a few minutes, sir. The satellite servers are very busy, at the moment, with Challenge traffic.”

      “Of course. Take what time you need,” Anders said distractedly as he picked up his data-pad, making sure that he had taken enough samples and images in order to satisfy the criminal files. With a couple of clicks, he arranged pickup of the body and a complete scene clearance with the MPB drones—knowing that they would probably be there by the time Moriarty was finished.

      This was one of the few benefits of this job, Anders thought. Although there was always a lot of work, it was usually easily solved. As an officer of the MPB, he could be shuttled off anywhere in the Imperial territories, as they were called, but so far, his ‘patch’ was the Hecta System. And the Challenge, unfortunately.

      Which meant that he was always doing the sorts of things that he had done just this morning—breaking up fights. A planned homicide like this one was rarer, of course, than the high spirits and crimes of passion that the deathmatch inspired, but he knew that with Moriarty’s help and the full weight of the imperial computer technology, he was sure to catch the killer before nightfall.

      At least that was what he thought.

      “House Computer?” Anders called out, and the green light came on over the apartment-pod door.

      “Officer Corsigon, how may Seaview be of assistance?” the functional computer of the building stated. Again, Anders knew that it wasn’t an A.I., given the restrictions, but it had a simulated personality overlay just like Moriarty.

      “Can you give me the payment details for this room please? Name and registration.”

      “Cash credit payment. No name given,” the Seaview computer stated.

      “Is that even legal?” Anders asked.

      “I am not authorized to process that request, sir…” the computer replied.

      “Sir? I can answer that request with my free memory,” Moriarty stated. “Hecta Personal Liability Regulations state that yes, the burden of responsibility lies on the individual—in this case, the tenant rather than the landlord, or Seaview.”

      Moriarty was nothing if not helpful, although the news didn’t cheer Anders up at all.

      “How about room footage? Do you have internal sensors, Seaview?” Anders asked.

      As it turned out, the simple simulated intelligence was about as helpful as a wet sock. “I am afraid that Seaview takes the privacy of its customers very seriously, as according to the Hecta Personal Liability Regulation 3, subsection—”

      “Is that a no you won’t hand them over to me, or a no you don’t have them?” Anders growled.

      “Seaview has not installed internal sensing equipment of any sort. Only external shuttle-parking cameras, sir…” Seaview not-so-helpfully supplied.

      Anders muttered under his breath just as there was a droning sound from the windows.

      It was the MPB drones, arriving with the swish-hum of their energy field drives. Anders opened the blinds to see their insect-like bodies attach to the wall, and then slowly crab-crawl up the window. Some electronic conversation must have passed between Seaview and the drones, because the window slid open and the large segmented creatures in steel, black, and gold were scuttling inside. Each one was as large as a human-normal chair.

      Anders watched them set to their automated work, carefully emitting laser-lights to measure every conceivable distance as they mapped the room, before a host of tiny metal pods petaled open and for sensors to start taking readings of the air, the bio-chems present, the background and emitted radiation and a hundred other such forensic clues.

      Eventually, Anders knew, they would progress to spraying the body with a clear-setting jell that was entirely pH-neutral, which solidified to a hardened rubber consistency. Then they would remove it—scanning where it was attached and making the necessary laser cuts required—and carefully stow it inside the largest MPD drone, before humming back to headquarters.

      And where I still have no idea what to do with it! Anders scratched his head. No name, no ID, no identifying marks, no footage of the crime, and searching for the murder tools would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.

      “Well, this case is going to be fun!” He rolled his shoulders.

      “Request completed,” Moriarty chimed in from Anders’s lapel-node. “I have sent scans and pictures of the body to the Gene Seer Registry.”

      “And what’s the result?”

      “They have no matching identifiers of the body’s morphology,” Moriarty said.

      “What?” Anders didn’t believe it. How could this man, or baby—or whatever he was—not be registered with the Gene Seers? It was obvious that he had been subjected to enough gene therapy treatments to revert his aging process!

      And what was the likelihood of him getting his hands on any black-market gene-editing techniques? Anders looked again at the body slowly being coated with transparent goo.

      Next to no chance whatsoever, he thought. Everyone knew that the Gene Seers were one of the most powerful pillars of the Golden Throne. The Eternal Empress herself gave them every license, credit note, and research space they could possible want. Their facilities were some of the most fantastically secure sites throughout the empire.

      To Lt. Anders, he had no idea what he was looking at, but he was pretty sure that there had to be some powerful people involved. Someone with a personal gene laboratory? Unthinkable, of course, but not impossible. Or someone who could hack the Gene Seer’s Registry?

      “I guess I gotta speak to the captain on this one,” Anders groaned as he turned and left the spider-like drones to scuttle over the dead body behind him.
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            Bridge Services

          

        

      

    

    
      The envoy from Terevesin had chosen the best disguise with which to flee the system—that was, she had chosen to remain herself, although she had added her heavy coat that looked like it was made of stitched hide but was in fact stitched mushroom fabric.

      The bridge of Hectamon 7 was, thankfully, just like any other Bridge Service across the Reach of the Throne. Shuttle-assisted elevators shot up the sides of a massive shining silver and chrome tower, almost to the edges of the mesosphere, and there to travel along hardened cables to the geosynchronous platform known as the ‘bridge.’ It was up here that the various freighters, spacecraft, and shuttles docked, to take the would-be runaway to the next point in her journey across the stars.

      Or so she hoped, anyway.

      The entire journey up the sides of the tower took little more than a few moments. Field energy systems were now remarkably fast since humanity had discovered that really the only limitation to FTL—faster than light—travel was human comfort.

      The envoy—whose name was Mahria U’Losani—had chosen the express shuttle, and of course had the added benefit of state travel. So, she traveled in luxury, sitting in a plush lab-grown leather chair, and had the entire shuttle to herself. Not many people were choosing to leave the system, this close to the Challenge. Even fewer were doing so with such speed.

      But Mahria U’Losani, of course, had her reasons. One of them being that she was certain her contact had been overheard saying her home world in the seconds before the assassin’s sniper shot had hit.

      ‘Terevesin,’ the odd-looking man had been saying, over and over.

      Mahria had spent a few hours pretending to be as shocked and traumatized as everyone else. She had volunteered her DNA to the drone-guards, who had requested it of everyone. She had also commiserated and talked in shocked whispers to the other chosen worthies and delegates as their ‘treat’ had been cut abruptly short.

      But the woman with frizzy auburn hair and a face like a twenty-five-year old was only too happy to get off that platform.

      And get off this damn planet!

      The next morning, Mahria had been certain to be seen finishing up her affairs around New Gate City, and she had complained loudly to the Hecta governor that such an attack had completely ruined her taste for the Challenge.

      Which is barbaric, anyway, Mahria thought. She had never liked the Challenge, and this was the first one that she had officially come to—despite the invitations. No one had seemed to mind if the small envoy of a small garden world hadn’t arrived. Terevesin wasn’t exactly anywhere near the center of imperial politics.

      Which made us the perfect brokers for the information, Mahria thought. Her small world had become known amongst a certain—very elite—circle of dissidents as a place where friendly ears would be found.

      What happened to the information that leaked through Terevesin envoys like Mahria, of course, was another matter. She never inquired what it was, entirely, that she was brokering. She had heard rumors from other members of the Garden Council that there had been details of what was included in the upcoming imperial decrees of the Eternal Empress herself.

      Or the contents of throne trade deals with the other nations and powers of the galaxy—the Secari, the Ilythian, the Mondrauks, and others…

      Or troop movements.

      “Stop thinking about it, Mahria!” she scolded herself as she teased at the wavering lines of the vine pendant that eddied and flowed around her neck. It suddenly reacted to something, waving toward the door of the shuttle.

      “Stop thinking about what, Envoy U’Losani?” said a voice that shouldn’t have been there.

      The voice shouldn’t be there because her express shuttle was traveling at some sixty kilometers-an-hour and hadn’t stopped.

      And shouldn’t be there because all state shuttles were code-locked to those within—a small sign of privacy and trust for the elites of the empire.

      And shouldn’t be there because Mahria had been entirely alone in the room for her entire journey up to that point.

      But now, a patch of shadow and light shimmered from the edges of a large potted plant, the green light of the leaves turning into fractals and the silver of the walls darkening, taking on texture as the newcomer shrugged.

      “A holo-cloak!” Mahria stammered. She had never seen one in action, and she hadn’t expected to either.

      “The very best.” The woman who had been hiding within it smiled. Like the envoy herself, this woman had red hair, but hers was a mess of deep russet curls that draped around her neck and shoulders.

      That was where the resemblance ended, however. The rest of the woman was pale where Mahria was tanned, and her skin smooth and toned where the envoy’s was freckled.

      She also had startlingly green eyes. Like young aloe vera, Mahria thought.

      “One of the perks of who I work for,” the woman said nonchalantly as she made a show of flapping the flimsy material that seemed to shimmer and change according to what was around it. For a dizzying moment, the envoy saw fractals of leaves as it flowed in front of the plant, as well as steel panels where it shook in front of the walls.

      Cloaking technology was not a new thing, however—the empire had a way to generate fields that could mask the ships inside—but the idea that these properties could be impregnated into a wearable item as well was at the cutting edge.

      “Enough of that now. I didn’t come here to show off,” the woman sighed, bundling the flimsy, maddening material in something the size of her fist and making it disappear in her black clothes.

      Black tactical clothes, the envoy thought as she looked.

      The woman wore a form-fitting encounter suit, but one that bulged with utility belts and pockets and pouches here and there over her body. Mahria could see the glitter of various nodes, which could be communication, or medical…or whatever this woman appeared to need.

      “Who you work for…” Mahria recalled this strange woman’s words, her eyes sliding to the shuttle display behind her.

      Arrival in 2 minutes! It read cheerily, completely unaware of the drama playing out inside its metal body.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that, Envoy,” the woman with the red hair said with a brittle smile. She was tall, athletic, and with high cheekbones. “This won’t take long at all.”

      Mahria sat in a kind of stunned shock as she saw the woman, with apparent nonchalance, start to take out various pieces of metal tubes and black plastic, slotting them together.

      It’s a laser rifle. Mahria’s eyes widened. It was going to be a laser rifle. Just like the one that had been used to assassinate her contact. “You killed that man!” she accused. Even in her terrified state, she was still sensible enough not to give herself way entirely.

      “Oh, come now, no need for shock and disgust.” The woman shook her head as if scolding a child. “Stealing secrets from the Golden Throne has a way of making your head explode, after all…”

      Mahria knew that she was going to die. She was no fighter. The people of Terevesin were gardeners and arboreal scientists, not warriors. They tended crops and plants—and information.

      But Mahria U’Losani was also not the sort of woman to take her death sitting down.

      The envoy leaped from her chair, snatching the vine-pendant from her throat and flinging it at the woman.

      The Terevesins might not be fighters, but they were very good horticulturalists. As soon as the envoy’s hand snapped the central stem, the vine sprayed a fine mist of highly irritant particulates into the air between them—the vine’s natural defense mechanism.

      Some of it hit the envoy’s hand, of course, making it feel like she was being pricked with a thousand needles of ice, but the rest of the cloud hit the woman despite her whisper-quick ducking movement.

      “Gah!” Mahria smiled as she knew that her only weapon had found its mark. The envoy reached for her node, meaning to call someone, anyone…

      But it was already too late. The red-haired woman might have one side of her face screaming in agony from the plant venom, but she was still quick enough to flick her modular laser rifle up…

      …and pull the trigger.
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      Dustin B’Halam was a complete hard-ass—that was what Anders thought of the squat captain of the Hexa system’s entire Military Police Bureau.

      “No,” the black-haired man said without even looking up from the data-screen in front of him. He wore the same black and gold uniform as the rest of the military police, only his had a lot more gold on it.

      “But, sir, I need to get access to the Gene Seer Registry. It’s the only way to determine the identity of this body,” Anders said from where he stood in front of the man’s semi-circular desk.

      Captain B’Halam ignored him and instead ‘threw’ a few more holo-reports from one side of the silver desk to another. Outside, the four-winged birds of Hexamon were flying past the blinds, and Anders found himself watching them in their complicated flight, envious of how easy their life was.

      “Lieutenant, do you have any idea how many days we have left to go until the Challenge?”

      “Not even three, Captain,” Anders said smartly. How could he forget when every MPB Officer had the countdown on their data-pads like a holy writ?

      Just three days and then all hell breaks loose, Anders thought. The system was already teeming with tourists, and on the day of the Challenge, that number would quadruple. There would be fistfights, petty theft, lost children, translation disasters, diplomatic disasters, and maybe even natural disasters.

      “And have the Office of the Gene Seers ever agreed to cooperate with the MPB?” B’Halam continued not looking up.

      “I wouldn’t know, sir,” Anders said a little facetiously. “I’m not the sort of rank that—”

      “You’re too old and too long on the streets to play coy with me, Lieutenant,” the captain said. “I don’t have the time for dead ends. The case is closed.”

      “What?” A jolt of anger ran through the lieutenant. “But, sir, I can prove premeditated murder, almost certainly ritualized to some degree. When was the last time we had one of those?”

      “Three hundred and forty-three years ago,” the captain said.

      “But Hexa was only settled three hundred years ago—” Anders pointed out. One of his many failings was that he was a stickler for the truth.

      “Enough. It’s out of my hands, anyway,” the captain growled, sighing as he finally lifted his clear gray eyes—genetically enhanced, of course—to his erstwhile lieutenant. At the same time, he raised one of the holo-reports from his desk—presumably the same one that Anders was working on—and showed it to the younger man.

      In large red letters across the top of the report were the words ‘CASE CLOSED’ with an accompanying seal of the Golden Throne—a sword, throne, and stars.

      “But how could you, sir!?” Anders burst out.

      “You are forgetting yourself, Lieutenant,” the captain said.

      “But—” Anders persisted.

      “It isn’t your place to question a superior officer, Lieutenant,” B’Halam’s growl went one notch deeper. “And anyway—as I indicated—it is out of my hands. These orders came down from on high, Commander-General Cread himself.”

      Anders opened and closed his mouth in a state of shock. Surely, the commissioner-general, the man who oversaw all defense and military matters, would see the value of solving a rare murder?

      “Along with all the rest of these cases.” B’Halam indicated the semi-transparent ‘pile’ of holo-reports. “Every as-yet unsolved case on Hectamon 7 has been summarily closed by the commander-general,” B’Halam glowered at the stack. “To allow us to concentrate on the Challenge.”

      The captain and the lieutenant’s eyes met over the desk and held for a moment. “I forbid you to look into this any further, and to do so would mean that you would be acting outside the scope of your badge, your rank, and station,” the older man said as he threw the top two (closed) holo-reports from the pile. Anders caught them and quickly sunk them down into his own data-pad.

      
        
        HOMICIDE: Unknown Male, Geo-Plankton Viewing Platform.

        Unsolved. Case Closed.

      

      

      
        
        HOMICIDE: Terevesin Envoy Mahria U’Losani, Hectamon 7 Bridge.

        Unsolved. Case Closed.

      

      

      “Three in the space of three days,” Anders muttered.

      “Do I have to remind you that I have given you an order to stay away from these closed cases?” B’Halam turned back to look at the data-streams on his desk. His implication was clear—that if Lt. Corsigon was going to get to the bottom of these murders, then he would have to do it on his own, and without the back-up of the MPB.

      “I understand completely,” said the lieutenant, beaming from ear to ear as he saluted and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Just like the first one,” Moriarty agreed in Anders’s ear.

      Anders currently sat at the always-open sushi place in New Gate City Southside. It was his regular establishment, and his regular patch. He liked to perch on the chrome stool by the octagonal windows and watch the city life bustle in front of him. Hectamon 7 was a busy place, given the Challenge. The plaza opposite him was busy with people, from humans in their colorful fashions to the Secari crab-men, the thin and willowy Ilythian, or the enormous, horned and shaggy Mondrauks.

      Shuttles like fat metal baubles rose and swooped through the air on pre-programmed routes. Thin sky-bridges like graceful silver suspension bridges arched from the high-rise towers. Anders liked it here. It was noisy, and it was busy. It was home.

      New Gate City was nowhere near as busy as Imperial 1—the seat of the Golden Throne—but then again, Imperial 1 was also a massive orb that floated in the center of Imperial Space and was still partially under construction.

      Anders was a regular sight here at the sushi-bar, and as the lights of the city started to glow brighter around him, he settled into looking at the reports from the two latest homicides.

      “You’re right, Moriarty, it is,” he confirmed as he looked at the autopsy pictures of the cadaver. The skin was smooth, unscarred, unlined, and unwrinkled. It was almost baby-like, just like the first one.

      Well, apart from the fact that it doesn’t have a head anymore, that is, Anders thought.

      Anders frowned and tapped his data-pad to replay the scene footage. The lieutenant found himself looking at the opulent party at the geo-plankton viewing platform. A small horde of people in some very expensive fashions congregated around the golden holo-form of the herald, moments before there was a sudden explosion of red.

      “Freeze frame,” Anders said, to see the instinctive ripple of horrified delegates stepping back from the falling body.

      “Magnify grid three-five,” he said. The image suddenly zoomed in on one of the terrified delegates. It was a young woman perhaps in her mid-twenties with auburn hair and a gauzy dress.

      “That’s a Terevesin heart-vine,” Moriarty analyzed helpfully, talking about the living, curling form of woody stem and deep, glossy green leaves that fluttered around her neck and breast.

      “Hello, Envoy Mahria U’Losani,” Anders said. There was something odd about the picture, and it wasn’t just the freeze-frame globe of red ichor expanding from the man-baby’s head.

      “She’s looking away from the murder,” Anders said. “Zoom out view, track axis left…” he said. The frozen image extrapolated its three-dimensional shape of the room as the camera panned across to where the woman was looking. It was to the nearest exit.

      “Everyone else—even that big Red Judge bastard—is looking aghast at what has just happened, but our dearly departed Terevesin is looking for the nearest way out!” Anders whispered. Luckily, he didn’t have to worry about anyone overhearing him as he always worked within a personal privacy field, like most of the commuters and distance workers who used this place.

      Anders pulled up the second case file, the one with the similarly dead envoy, found in an express lift heading up the Hecta Bridge Services. The shuttle had docked at the top, and a trio of Golden Throne playboys were already loudly laughing about how many people they were going to see die in the Challenge this year as they stepped in—

      —to suddenly start screaming at the sight of the envoy on the ground, a bloody hole blown through her chest.

      And then, strangely… the lieutenant thought as each of the three young playboys started clawing at their faces as they reacted violently to some form of air-based toxin.

      “Well, it wasn’t an air-based toxin that killed the envoy.” Anders could see that quite clearly. It was maddening and infuriating—a closed, locked box with an unexplained murder in it. But it was also kind of exciting.

      The locked-room case was a classic in crime theory, and Anders had, of course, studied the many ways that they could occur:

      1.That the room wasn’t actually locked or was locked afterward. In this case, that meant that the express shuttle had been stopped, and the murderer had gotten in. That was unlikely, however, due to the nature of the ‘express’ shuttle.

      2.That the body had been dead before they went into the room, and the door locked behind them. That was also out there though as there was footage of the envoy stepping into the shuttle fine and healthy.

      3.That the murderer had been in the room the whole time.

      “It is the only logical explanation,” Moriarty agreed.

      “But our three playboys hadn’t seen the murderer, had they?” Anders asked. But then again, they had been caterwauling and howling with pain. Perhaps the murderer had sprayed it into their face and slipped out?

      “So, we’re ruling out the idea that the envoy is somehow responsible for man-baby’s death,” Anders mused out loud. To be honest, this looked an awful lot like someone was tying up loose ends.

      The lieutenant didn’t like feeling outwitted at his own trade. He knew that he wasn’t a genius, but he liked to think that he was stubborn enough to get to the bottom of any case.

      The man growled and collapsed the reports back into his data-pad before deactivating the shimmering haze of the personal privacy field.

      “Ah, Lieutenant?” a woman’s voice said soon after. It was one of the waitresses of the sushi-bar, holding a tray of kimchi and white rice rolls in one hand, and setting down a ridiculously retro saucer and miniature expresso next to him with the other.

      “Oh, thanks, but I didn’t order one…” Anders frowned. Maybe this waitress was trying to flirt with him. He was flattered, but he’d already given his heart to someone. And both his wife and daughter were dead.

      “Nope, someone else did. I think you have an admirer,” she said with a grin, looking over to the bar only to frown. “Huh, I guess they got cold feet. Pretty Ilythian lady ordered this, then told me to send it to you.”

      “An Ilythian?” Anders was shocked. The thin, almost elongated humanoids usually kept themselves apart from humans. Most humans called them ‘elves’ because of their pointed ears and fine features. They were usually aloof, reserved, and devastatingly beautiful.

      “Uh-huh, an Ilythian. Maybe she’ll be back tomorrow night? You can try your luck then.” The waitress gave him a wink and turned to deliver her rolls with a slight bounce to her step.

      Anders looked at the cup suspiciously, but then shrugged and decided to drink it. He was on his very first sip when he almost choked on the metal data-node that had been dropped inside.

      With a cough and a splutter, he took out the small ‘pebble’ of metal and crystal-wire, cleaning it off and carefully placing it in the connector port of his data-pad.

      
        
        Gene Key 430101

      

      

      The entire matrix, able to hold vast terabytes of data thanks to the crystal-wires inside, only had the one small line of words, and that was it.

      “A gene key is a registration of a particular gene therapy treatment,” Moriarty stated helpfully. The S.I. was of course linked to all of Anders personal nodes and had read the downloaded data.

      “Well, well, well…” Anders turned on his stool to look down the length of the plaza, up to the heights of the estates and hills that crowded New Gate City. There in the very distance and shining white in the growing dusk, he could see the local Gene Seer facility.

      “As a representative of the MPB, it is my duty to remind you that the Gene Seers have not granted us any permissions for us to use their registry,” Moriarty intoned.

      Anders’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the facility. Someone in there knew who these man-babies were. And he was willing to bet that someone in there knew something about these murders that were cropping up all over the city.

      “This time, I’m not asking,” Anders growled.
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      “I see that you got it done,” said the man with blonde hair and clear blue eyes. Commander-General Cread had a square jaw and wide shoulders. He would have been considered a good-looking man were it not for something that was almost too cold and calculating about his eyes. He kept his age frozen at somewhere around his early thirties—a costly procedure, and one that required constant doses of therapy, but it was a service that the throne was willing to provide for the likes of him.

      His whole demeanor was that of an alert wolf. The man was commander of Empress Helena’s defense forces. Everything from civil security all the way through the military bureau to the navies of the Golden Throne was under his control.

      Cread nodded to the door of the reception room as he led his most treasured asset out to the bridge.

      “I did, sir,” said the woman with rich red curls in a black tactical suit. Her modular laser rifle was once again disassembled and folded away into its various components and stashed along with half a dozen other sorts of weapons about her body. “As you suggested, I outsourced the initial job to one of my contacts and undertook the viewing platform myself.”

      “Good,” Cread said. It was a perfect cover. If, by some remote chance, someone started tying the two murders together, there would now be two different killers. A further complication.

      Cread was happy with the outcome, and he admired her graceful and lithe form as he showed her the bridge. She really was a work of art, he thought. Every movement of her body from her hips to her swaying arms was one of minimal effort and maximum efficiency.

      The Architrex of the Gene Seers—a man by the name of Vasad Aug’Osa—claimed that he had even managed to splice a tiny bit of Ilythian DNA into her matrix, which probably explained her height and grace.

      But Cread knew that the operative wasn’t just the product of a bit of alien and human DNA. He had personally overseen the tests that had taken years of careful incubation and maturation to generate the perfect warrior.

      The perfect assassin.

      By a strange quirk of genetics—which was never an exact art, even in the twenty-seventh century—her hair had turned out a rich crimson red.

      “I see that it wasn’t without complications?” Cread raised an eyebrow. Half of her beautiful face was still a blotchy red from the toxins of the Terevesin heart vine.

      “I had to follow-up on the envoy myself, as my contact wasn’t the sort who could easily infiltrate the bridge. But this will pass.” The woman nodded slightly. She didn’t appear to mind the injury, although Cread was sure that it must have been terribly painful. She’s probably already told her medical nodes to release pain suppressants, he thought. Obviously, the woman had the very best releases and most advanced semi-cybernetic nodes inside her body.

      The bridge of the Reaver-class warship was a wide semi-circle of dull blue-gray metals. A series of black-garbed officers stood around nearby consoles, moving silently and efficiently.

      In front of them was the wide crystal-glass panels of the Reaver’s viewing windows, which looked out on the blue-green orb of Hectamon 7.

      And the mass of ships clustered around it.

      His bridge staff was too well-trained to think anything of the sight before them, and she was, of course, as cool as an ice planet.

      So, it turned out that the only person on the bridge who was feeling a thrill of anticipation and excitement was, in fact, the commander-general himself.

      Maybe I should get my pineal gland lasered, he thought a little irritably, but of course knew he wouldn’t. A man like Cread lived by his instincts, and the slight nervousness he felt right now was the edge he needed to keep him sharp.

      And to keep him merciless.

      Around Hectamon 7 was a wide variety of freighters and transporters, blocky ships displaying the various colors, flags, and insignia of Golden Throne worlds. But there were stranger ships here too, like the pointed, iridescent ‘butterfly’ ships of the Ilythians, with the solid, sweeping solar sails flaring behind them. As well as the Secari ships like giant doughnuts, encrusted with nodules.

      And last of all came the ships of the Mondrauk people. There were only two, and each one looked as fearsome as the people themselves. Two forward arms swept out around their bulky, box-like center. They always looked as though they were about to charge, the commander-general thought.

      But he and the rest of the Golden Throne fleet would be ready when they did. He smiled slightly.

      “Sir?” The operative beside him made a small bobbing motion with her head. For once, there appeared to be the smallest of frowns on her features.

      “Yes? What is it, my dear?” Cread said. Every time he looked at her, he positively beamed with pride. She had already killed half a dozen or so of the most difficult-to-kill people in all the sentient galaxy for him.

      Anything to expand the Reach of the Throne.

      “There is one other complication,” she said, and for a moment, he saw her hang her head in apparent shame. She looked like a scolded child who had been caught stealing biscuits.

      Didn’t the Architrex say something about this? he thought. That a lab-grown human didn’t evolve the same emotional traits as a socialized one?

      Cread shook his head at his own worries. No matter. She had always performed her job perfectly, and he had no reason to complain to the Gene Seers.

      “Report,” Cread said authoritatively, and at once, the lab-grown assassin snapped straighter. She had been raised to take orders, after all, and Cread could see just how much security that they gave her.

      “I neutralized the spread of the clone bodies,” the woman nodded, “as you know. But it appears that one of the Hectamon 7 MPB officers had already been dispatched to work the Seaview Apartments one.”

      She tapped one of the line of nodes on her arm and drew from it a holo-report, which unfurled into a hazy-neon, almost transparent field of information.

      With a man’s face on it.

      “Lt. Anders V’Mhol’Corsigon, Hecta System MPB. Over fifteen years in the bureau. A widower to a wife and child, killed in a criminal revenge-attack some years ago,” Cread’s spy stated, placing the holo-report in the air before them for the commander-general to look at.

      “My office has already sent the orders for closure on all Hecta unsolved cases.” Cread shrugged. “He should be off catching pickpockets and drunken crab-men by now…”

      “I took the liberty of studying his psychological intelligence file, just to make sure,” the operative continued.

      That’s my girl, Cread thought. Always thorough. If he told her ‘no loose ends,’ then that was precisely what she would do. She probably would have hunted down and killed the three rich dilettantes who found the envoy, if he hadn’t ordered her to return to the Reaver.

      “Will he be a problem?” the commander-general asked.

      “His psychological assessments show a stubbornness trait that is rarely seen in non-Mondrauks,” she indicated. “And he has shown some degree of aptitude in his job…”

      Reaching forward, she tapped a few of the codes inside Anders’s file, and there played out some footage of a chase that Anders Corsigon had gone through during his time.

      The scene saw Anders racing across the rooftops of New Gate City after a burglar. The burglar had jump-assisted braces, allowing him to leap with ease over the span of the buildings. Anders had none. As Commander-General Cread watched, the man took a giant leap from the edge of one of the buildings to land on the roof of a passing shuttle, riding it until he could leap to the next nearest building, and then get a clear shot straight into the legs of the burglar.

      “Impressive.” Cread nodded. “Are you sure this man has no Marine experience?”

      “His files said he signed up—volunteered—for military academy at age sixteen, and his initial selection was for the Marines from age sixteen to nineteen, but then changed his selection to the military police instead,” she said, highlighting a section of the personnel file.

      “Ah, he fell in love.” Cread nodded, although he was the sort of man who had never experienced the emotion himself. “I hear it makes you do crazy things. It suggests that he didn’t want his wife, and later child, I see, to receive his remains one day in a jar.”

      “Sir,” the non-committal response came, as always. She, too, had never had the opportunity to fall in love.

      “A shame, because I can see he would have made a great Marine.” Cread waved at the report and it went zinging back to the node on her suit.

      “And a shame that he won’t be of service to the Golden Throne anymore,” Cread said fatally.

      She straightened at that, seeming all too eager. “Find and eliminate, sir?”

      Commander-General Cread nodded. Now, with that last complication out of the way, he could get on with the next phase of the Eternal Empress’s most perfect plan.
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      Why did a strange Ilythian girl give me a gene key?

      Who is doing all of these killings?

      “And why do half of the bodies look like giant man-babies?!” Anders had more unanswered questions than he liked. He didn’t like feeling out of control. Maybe the bureau psychologists had been right. It had to do with losing his family…

      As Anders sat in the scrubby bushes, in the dark, he remembered what the psychologists had said. That in many cases, a devastating loss like the one he had suffered was enough to break a man.

      But in some cases, it reinforced traits that they already had. There was a dark part of him, Anders had been told, that was now always expecting the worst. But instead of breaking under that pressure, his personality had calcified around one idea: everything would always get worse. Unless he could stop it.

      And so, a man like Lt. Anders liked control. He liked perseverance. There was a hound-dog part of him that wouldn’t tire and wouldn’t stop until he had achieved his aims.

      And his current aim was to break into what was probably one of the most secure facilities on Hectamon 7.

      At least he wasn’t alone.

      “I’ve analyzed the grounds, and unless you have some way of performing an orbital jump, the only way in is through the main gates,” Moriarty informed him.

      The main gates were an arch of white stone, edged with sensors and a glittering blue field. The building itself was made of the same white stone, underlit by floodlights and fashioned into a tall, cucumber-looking tower. Anders had always hated the sight of it, although for many in New Gate City he knew, it was the promise of a new future.

      The Gene Seers themselves were a strange, white-robed bunch who all looked vaguely similar to most humans. They all had that rosy flush of youth that came from their gene-altering therapies, but hardly any of them had gone for the more outlandish hair and eye colors or lurid cheetah, tiger, or zebra skin prints that some did.

      Gene therapy was customary these days. It was, after all, one of the three pillars of the Golden Throne, according to common belief.

      The military, the engineers, and the seers, Anders listed off what he had learned way back in pre-school. All three of which upheld the might of the Golden Throne and made it what it was today: the human empire that stretched across more than half of the Milky Way Galaxy.

      The military academy produced the Marines and the police and fought the empress’s wars. The engineering school produced the ansibles, the nodes, and the field-generators that allowed the Reach of the Throne to extend. Last of all, the Gene Seers gave humanity the edge over the other races.

      We can effectively re-program nearly every part of the human animal, Anders thought. He felt a little unsettled by that fact. It was seeing the child that he had frozen with Cassandra years before, he decided. He had watched it swell in her womb, he had been there at the natural birth, and he had watched his little Sibbi grow.

      But she didn’t grow up, did she? And now she never will… The angry thought clutched at his chest.

      “Stop.” The man gritted his teeth and forced the thought down.

      No, the Gene Seers provided their technologies to the people of the Golden Throne for a price. They could eradicate birth defects and most diseases, as well as fix most injuries, but it was only ever a deviation from the standard human norm. They couldn’t make a human into a Secari, for example, but they might be able to make them as tough as one.

      “Main gate then.” Anders looked at the white walls and the archway.

      “Bio-sensors in place. Presumably code-linked to Gene Seer personnel,” Moriarty said.

      “But they have to let civilians in, don’t they?” the lieutenant said. The regular people of New Gate City drove up here all the time, all day every day, in order to get their scheduled treatments.

      Right now, in fact, he could see the bright lights of a bulbous hover-shuttle making its way up the long road that wound around the trees and meadows of the Gene Seer estate. It was full night, but that didn’t stop people from paying for urgent treatment.

      “They must have appointments,” Moriarty suggested.

      “Well then, all I have to do is convince them to swap.” Anders found himself grinning as he loped through the undergrowth toward a bend in the road, secluded by trees.
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        * * *

      

      “Was that, technically, a legal MPB operation?” Moriarty wondered in the lieutenant’s ear.

      “Commandeering a vehicle in the active pursuit of a criminal,” Anders quoted as he sat behind the wheel of the hover-shuttle. He had been lucky that the craft had only had one person in it, a rather nervy middle-aged man with thinning hair who had apparently wanted a ‘refresher’ before an evening enjoying the delights of the New Gate Southside.

      Anders was glad that he had Moriarty with him so he could scan the shuttle’s registration and owner, before he had jumped out into the middle of the road with his laser pistol drawn.

      “We have yet to ascertain the identity of the criminal,” Moriarty pointed out.

      “One step at a time, Moriarty!” Anders said. The man’s clothes were too long on him, but Anders hoped that would add to the drama as he pulled up to the gate and flashed the lights.

      “Welcome! Scanning vehicle registration. Please present your data-node to the camera,” said a serene voice from the arched gate itself.

      This was the part that Anders was most worried about. He didn’t want to gouge out any implanted chips or nodes from the guy, but he had taken the liberty of relieving him of his data-pad, which would also carry a record of his unique identifier.

      “Here you go.” He presented the pad to the camera, and there was a thin veil of light that swept over it before a dull chime.

      “Authorization granted! Greetings, Denis P’Hal,” the automated voice said as the blue security field clicked off.

      It really is WAY too easy to break into this place, Anders thought as he drove the hover-shuttle inside and across the manicured lawn to settle in the parking bays.
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        * * *

      

      Gene Seer Facility 793 was busy, Anders was happy to see. Inside the iron-paned glass doors that swept aside for him, he found himself in a large courtyard under a crystal-glass roof. The floor was marble, and in the center was a fountain with a statue of a gender-nonspecific human, reaching out to the sky.

      “They are so arrogant,” Anders groaned to himself as he slid behind the latest crowd of people that waited to be admitted deeper into the building.

      “What are you getting done?” he overheard some of the rich and good of New Gate City saying to each other as they shuffled forward. Drone-waiters buzzed and hummed around them, offering crystal-glasses of perfectly clear water.

      “Oh, just shaving a few years off,” came one reply that Anders overheard, while others said things like, “Oh, fixing a genetic predisposition for diabetes.”

      “A torn hamstring…”

      “Changing up my hair for the weekend…”

      And all manners of other minor and major procedures. Anders smiled and nodded, pretending to be a part of one group or another as he made his way to the back of the room. He wasn’t the sort of man to wait for anything.

      “Most of the patients seem to be admitted directly through the main avenue,” Moriarty said in his ear. The main avenue was straight ahead, a wide concourse with singles or groups of Golden Throne citizens being led by the white-robed Gene Seers.

      They look like a cult, Anders thought. It was something he’d always thought, but now that he saw them up close and personal, it only reinforced his opinion.

      For a moment, the military policeman studied the comings and goings, his highly trained senses picking up on the rhythms of the place. The Gene Seers would arrive via a silver-steel lift, and then they would go to the reception desk to receive their holo-files, before calling out to whichever client was next.

      The lift. Anders slowly made his way across the foyer just as he had before, waiting for the lift to open and disgorge the latest gaggle of white robes.

      Now! And then he made his move, slipping into the empty lift as it closed behind them.

      Bing!
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        * * *

      

      “Archives, basement floor 7, just above the generator facility,” Moriarty indicated.

      “I can read, you know.” Anders rolled his eyes as he looked at the schematic of the facility on the wall. It showed all the levels stacked on top of each other in blue line diagrams, and a name would light up as Anders ‘flipped’ through them.

      “Down we go then,” Anders said, tapping the archives button. “Moriarty, just out of curiosity… Do you have any hacking abilities?”

      “That would be illegal, sir,” Moriarty replied.

      “Damn.”

      “But that doesn’t mean that I can’t…persuade a computer to allow access,” Moriarty added. It was at times like this that Anders could swear that the simulated intelligence was developing sentience.

      “Do it,” Anders said.

      “I’ll need a hardline interface,” Moriarty said, just as there was another bing from overhead as the lift arrived—

      Revealing a tall, bipedal security drone with a tubular head that was a nest of cameras.

      “Oh, drekk.”
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      The first bolt of red and orange laser fire would have removed Anders’s head from his shoulders were it not for his reflexes.

      Unfortunately, there was nowhere for Anders’s reflexes to take him in the small box of the lift other than out!

      He ducked and threw himself at the bipedal drone blocking the door. The creature was made of steel and white-form plastic. There was no way that even the athletic military policeman could ever match it for strength, but he wasn’t trying to wrestle the thing, just get past it.

      Pain erupted in Anders’s shoulder. It was like trying to tackle an iron girder, but the thing was pushed back, and now he was under its outstretched arm. This standard model of throne security drone had lasers mounted on their forearms, meaning that they could fight and manipulate tools, as well as fire.

      The struggling pair were pushed back a few paces into a wider foyer, before what looked like stacks and stacks of crystal-wire sheets, with solid supports between each one. It was dark and cool down here, the optimum temperature for the crystal-wire’s nano-processors to operate in.

      Suddenly, Anders felt another surge of pain just above his kidneys, and an audible crack as one of his lowest ribs broke, as the security drone pounded on him.

      Anders might be a determined wolf of a man, but he was not beyond screaming. “Argggh!”

      “Your data-node has just registered that your eleventh and twelfth floating ribs are fractured, but not separated,” Moriarty informed him.

      I think I get the picture! Anders could have shouted, were not all the air wheezing from his lungs in a painful hiss. He only had a fraction of a second to angle his back and push off from the security drone. The next blow, instead of turning his ribs into pulverized chips, scraped along the inside of his belly, making him feel like he had been kicked by an Arcturian mule-dog.

      “Dammit!” Anders shouted as he stumbled backward, snatching the pistol from his holster and letting off a blast straight into the thing’s white-form chest.

      It rebounded against the wall, smoke piling from the blackened hole, but came back for him.

      “Die, damn you!” This time, Anders shot the thing in the head, causing a small flare of exploding camera parts and wires. That seemed to do the trick, as the thing suddenly grew very weak in the knees and flopped to the floor.

      “What was that about?” Anders collapsed against the opposite side of the wall, one hand holding his side.

      “You know, if you had that medical node implanted like a lot of MPB officers, you would be able to release pain-controlling enzymes,” Moriarty stated.

      “Not helpful,” Anders wheezed and huffed. “Why on earth did that thing try to kill me?”

      “Perhaps because you are an intruder without clearance,” the S.I. suggested.

      “You’re being facetious, Moriarty,” Anders groaned.

      “I am unable to compute that,” Moriarty said in what Anders was sure was a snigger.

      It was the sound of scraping metal that alerted Anders to the second security drone, stalking out of the crystal stacks, head jerking to focus on him as it raised its arm.

      “Military Police!” Anders shouted, raising his laser pistol. “I am Lieutenant Corsigon, here in the pursuit of a criminal—”

      The thing fired.

      “Drekk!” Anders threw himself to one side, firing as he did so. The first shot was wild, hitting the stacks by the thing’s shoulder. The next struck it on the shoulder, spinning it back into the narrow avenue.

      Urgh. Anders hit the other side of the metal foyer and tried to cushion his side with his elbow as much as he could, but it still sent daggers of pain through his fractured ribs.

      The drone was already raising to fire on him again, then falling down as it attempted to push itself up from an arm that now hung limp at its side.

      “I said Military Police! Stay down. That’s an order!” Anders was having similar difficulties as he tried to slide up the wall while his side felt like it was on fire.

      But the drone wouldn’t. It opted to raise its singular useable arm once again, the lasers popping from its forearm with smooth efficiency.

      Suddenly, there was an explosion of metal parts as the thing’s head erupted into flame.

      “Huh?” For a moment, Anders looked at his own pistol, whose muzzle was still glowing with the heat transfer of the previous shot, but it wasn’t wisping with burnt particles and ozone. I didn’t fire that, he thought, a little stunned.

      “It was me, human,” said a voice that at once reminded Anders of sighing mountain winds and the fierce shriek of wild hawks. The lieutenant looked up to see that walking toward him down the avenue of crystal stacks was a woman. No, the woman.

      She was dressed in dark umbral clothing—tanned russets, deep ochres, and earthy oranges. The perfect camouflage gear, Anders thought. He knew from his time at the military academy that a lot of people thought that black was the perfect subterfuge fashion. It really wasn’t, he knew. Black was a total absence of color, and most places where you needed to sneak around were low-lit areas with colors. Black stood out in the night. It didn’t blend in.

      As well as being perfectly dressed for the occasion in form-fitting, multiple-section gear, the woman also stood out by having the lightest tawny skin. Long white hair was secured tight in braids to her head. Her cheekbones were high, her eyes were large, and her ears were pointed.

      She was an Ilythian, and Ander would bet his life savings—which weren’t a lot, to be fair—on the fact that she was his Ilythian.

      “Are you the one who gave me the code?” Anders said as she stalked toward him. She held one of the Ilythian versions of a laser pistol—a small, swept-back device that looked almost like a cross between a frozen insect and a conch shell. It was clearly what she had used to destroy the security drone in front of him.

      “What do you think?” The Ilythian released one hand from her weapon, instead drawing out a small bone-yellow tube. “Here.” She threw it to him, where he managed to catch it.

      “What is it?” Anders said. He saw that it was a vial with a tiny cork stopper on the end and delicate whorls inscribed around it.

      “For the pain. It works on humans,” the Ilythian muttered, turning to take up a practiced stance as she aimed her weapon around them.

      “Moriarty?” Anders whispered.

      Without asking, his simulated intelligence knew just what to do. “Conducting chemical analysis…” the virtual identity said. “Complete. Amino acids, complex-chain enzymes, unique proteins.”

      “But will it kill me?” Anders whispered, earning a snort of disgust from the Ilythian woman above him.

      “Nothing I can detect indicates an adverse effect, sir,” Moriarty said.

      Well, in that case—

      Anders unstopped the vial and threw back the contents, which tasted slightly like fruit juice. The effect took a moment to kick in, but he gradually felt an uncomfortable warmth spreading along his side and stomach, slowly replacing the sharp daggers of pain. It was still odd—like sitting a little too close to a heater for too long—but it wasn’t agony, and Anders realized he could move.

      “You’re not healed, human,” the Ilythian woman muttered in her breathy voice. “So, don’t act like you are.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that.” Anders coughed as he straightened up. “The gene key. What is it? What do you know of these murders? Why did the security drone open fire?”

      Anders knew that as soon as he had revealed himself, the drones, and all citizens and guests of the Golden Throne, would have to obey by golden laws. Or should have done.

      “And why,” the lieutenant continued, “if you are able to break into here, did you give me the key?”

      “Come with me,” the Ilythian woman said in her maddeningly Ilythian, ‘mysterious’ way.

      This is just like them, Anders thought. Ever since the throne made first contact with them by entering the distant Centaurus Arm of the Milky Way, they had remained aloof.

      Anders had seen the archival footage of the encounter of course, every Golden Throne kid had. The Throne FTL scout had appeared in the opposite end of the galaxy, and almost instantly had been met by a wall of their fabulously iridescent ‘butterfly’ ships. What had followed was a tense standoff and a cold sort of peace for the next hundred years between their two species.

      Strangely, the Ilythians had never showed any particular designs to expand their empire or kingdom or whatever it was they had on their distant home world of Ilya. But even as the Golden Throne had pushed further and further across the Milky Way, there were occasions that if they ventured too far into the Centaurus Arm, they would be met by the same wall of hundreds of Butterfly ships.

      The peace held, but it was clear that the Ilythians would not become another client-territory like the Secari. There was trade and even selected movement of humans and Ilythians from one territory to another, but there was never a general sign of friendliness between them.

      So what is this one doing here, helping me out? Anders thought as he followed her through the stacks.

      The alien woman was, like all of her kind, striking and beautiful in a statuesque kind of way. There was something almost cat-like in the way that she moved—careful, graceful, and exact. Her sculpted boots seemed to make no sound compared to Ander’s more hulking, metal-shod service boots.

      Anders looked at the stacks of the crystal-wire glass around them. It looked like lots and lots of panes of almost-transparent material, threaded with silvery-blue and gold wires. Each panel was separated from the one above and below it by aluminum rods, and connector cables daisy-chained up and down their edges.

      This was the heart of Golden Throne technology. He didn’t know when it had been invented, but it was a new way to ‘grow’ nano-architecture at an almost atomic level. It allowed for the vast increase in processing power and complex computations that led to the development of cybernetic node interfaces, FTL drives, particle fields…and gene manipulation.

      For a moment of almost-horror, Anders wondered if this Ilythian was here to steal throne secrets, which meant his duty would be to plant a laser shot right in her back, right now.

      But she just saved my life, Anders thought. And she gave me the gene key. She had wanted him to be here, with her.

      “Here.” The Ilythian paused at one of the stacks that was seemingly exactly the same as any other. When Anders looked, he saw that the very edges of the plates held serial numbers. This one read 430101.

      “Okaaay…” Anders looked from it to her, still a little wary.

      “We Ilythians do not have the interface to read what is on this,” the woman said, sounding for all the world as if she had a right to know what was on it. She was looking at the small buds of Anders’s metal nodes that he had transferred to his stolen suit.

      “And you think I’m going to give it to you?” Anders shook his head in wonder. “You do realize that I am an officer of the Golden Throne, don’t you?”

      “Which is why you are the perfect person to get this information out,” the woman countered. “The murders that you are investigating are not just a Golden Throne matter. They are of importance to the entire fate of the galaxy.”

      “So you say,” Anders started to argue with her, just as the lights flushed orange and klaxons went off.

      “Full lockdown in process, sir,” Moriarty said. “The facility’s security computer is in red-alert.”

      “Lady, whoever you are, I cannot give you this information. This is a throne matter…” Anders was starting to sweat. What had they taught him about diplomatic incidents? “If you come with me, I’ll be able to offer you diplomatic immunity until we can sort this out.”

      “Fool!” the Ilythian hissed angrily. “It is a wonder that you humans ever managed to get off your world at all! The security drones paid no attention to your rank or status. The throne will stop at nothing to halt this information getting out!”

      That at least made sense to the lieutenant. All unsolved cases closed, he remembered. Even Captain B’Halam had thought that there was something fishy going on, which was why he had given him the order-not-order to look into it.

      “The Ilythian Council received a coded transmission,” the Ilythian woman said tersely. It clearly cost her a lot to even reveal this much.

      “From a traitor?” Anders said flatly as the klaxons roared around them.

      “Sir? The security computer has dispatched two more teams of drones to this location,” Moriarty pinged him. They didn’t have time for this.

      “We believe it to be a throne whistleblower,” the Ilythian said instead. “The transmission came to us through the most shielded channel on the ansible, reserved only for the most extreme of messages. It said that it was of utmost importance that we be at a certain set of coordinates at a certain time, and that the fate of the entire galaxy depended on it. They were the exact coordinates for Room 14 of Seaview Apartments, Hectamon 7, Hecta System. I was sent to investigate, and look…” She pulled off her long-fingered ochre gloves and slapped one of her hands to clasp the side of Anders’s face, and the man felt a shock of cold wash over him. And then—
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        * * *

      

      It was like he was looking through her eyes, and an Ilythian’s eyes were strange. She padded down the street, with every detail picked out in incredible, high-definition clarity. The metals and the standing plants—even the sky and the ocean seen through the gaps between the buildings—had their normal colors but were overlaid by more.

      The Ilythians can see into the ultra and infra spectrums! Anders realized as he saw the pulsing glows emanating from people’s nodes as she passed. The Ilythians could see at least some forms of field energy that human eyes were unable to.

      He followed her as she ghosted into Seaview Apartments, managing to stay hidden within the confines of a heavy storm coat as she padded up the service stairs.

      She arrived at the same floor that Anders remembered, just in time to hear a door bang, and for a large shape to emerge from the victim’s pod-room.

      The Ilythian had pulled back, wary and cautious.

      It was a human, a very large, heavyset human with a deep cloak. His size made him almost monstrous, with head of brown hair peppered with shots of white, and a beard to match on a square face.

      “Oh crap,” Anders whispered in this strange memory-state. He recognized the man in the moment before he pulled his hood down over his features. Almost anyone in New Gate City would recognize the human face that was a mass of ugly white scars, with the one cybernetic patch over his left eye.

      It was one of the Red Judges, a man named Uskol Hecatia, who was destined to take part in this year’s Challenge.

      “It is done,” the Red Judge muttered into the node on his wrist, seconds before he tapped it again for a field to wash over his face. He now didn’t look like Uskol Hecatia anymore, he looked like a regular, beardless human with fleshy features. A businessman down on his luck, perhaps.
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        * * *

      

      The memory vanished just as soon as it had appeared, leaving Anders reeling and gasping like a fish. He didn’t know that the Ilythians could transfer memories.

      “Now you understand,” the Ilythian woman said. “I cannot go after this man, but you can. We need to know why he killed that person, and what information that person had.”

      “And what kind of person it was…” Anders muttered.

      The klaxons were still blaring all around them, and Anders was certain that he heard the hum of elevator doors somewhere—

      “Okay.” Anders tapped on his communication node for it to petal open like a tiny flower, and he jammed the connector cable from plate 430101 into it.

      “Accessing data…” Moriarty informed him.

      There was a distant sound of clanking, getting louder.

      “Quickly!” Anders hissed as the Ilythian took a few steps to cover him, taking aim.

      “Download successful,” the simulated intelligence chimed, just as the first security drones appeared at the end of the aisle.

      “That way!” The Ilythian gestured with one hand at the far end of the aisle as she fired her weapon with the other. The bolt of purple and green energy hit the first drone in the chest, sending it crashing into the one behind. “Go!” She was already half-turning to run as she fired behind them.

      Anders and the alien dodged through the stacks as crystal-wire plates were shot apart behind them. The drones weren’t giving up, and there appeared to be at least four uninjured ones chasing them.

      “How are we going to get out?” Anders growled. He had a hover-shuttle, but it was parked smack in the middle of the parking bay at the front entrance. The Gene Seers would probably have already surrounded it.

      “Leave that to me,” the Ilythian said as they ducked down one aisle, and she threw a handful of pinecone-looking discs behind her. There was an almighty flash and the sound of breaking crystal, followed by sparks fizzing. With a slow and ordered pattern, each of the stacks nearby started to click off, losing power.

      “Electromagnetic disruptors,” the alien said proudly. It was almost totally dark, but Anders felt a long-fingered, soft, cool hand seize his as the unnaturally-sighted Ilythian led him to a wall, where a cover was already free from a vent.

      “The cooling systems,” Anders recognized as he heaved himself in, the Ilythian following.

      “I have a cloaked shuttle on the grounds,” the woman said behind him.

      All we need to do now is to read what was on that key, Anders thought, still a little dazed at everything that was happening to him. And survive, he added.

      The military policeman wondered if what he had just done was treason.
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      “They got away,” said the Gene Seer facility manager to the woman beside him, who was making him nervous.

      “They did,” said the black-garbed woman with the red hair, who had arrived during the security alert, her security ID bypassing all of the facility’s most comprehensive measures.

      Standing side by side, the two humans couldn’t look more different. She wore a tight-fitting encounter suit and he wore the long white robes of the Gene Seers, although his had more gold embroidery at the edges, lapels, and around the hood than the other seers. The manager also had the same perfect skin and bone structure as all of his kind, and flaxen hair of a man in the first flush of his thirties. His nodes were directly implanted into the backs of his hands, which he tapped now as he checked the security footage.

      “What branch of the throne did you say you worked for again?” the Gene Seer said.

      “I didn’t,” said the woman in black, not looking at him at all, but instead at the footage that the facility’s cameras had caught.

      There were two feeds. One was the complete capture of every bit of footage showing Lieutenant Corsigon, while the other was of the small bits of interaction between him and the other intruder.

      “An Ilythian,” she said, sounding just a little bit interested. Perplexed, even. Cread will want to know of that, she mused to herself.

      The Gene Seer manager was used to being regarded as the biggest fish in the pond that was his facility. Here on Hectamon 7, at least. The other throne citizens here regarded him almost as a spiritual figure, able to wield the powers of life and death, health and recovery for any and all.

      But the manager knew only too well precisely what his real position was, which was as a very small cog in a very, very powerful machine.

      But he had met the Architrex himself, and in person too. Didn’t that count for something?

      “Can I… Can I ask who you report to?” asked the manager.

      “You can ask.” The operative frowned, for once turning to regard him with her shockingly green eyes.

      “True cyan 1, no sub-type,” the manager murmured to himself. It was a rare color. What most people didn’t know was that eyes were one of the most difficult bits to keep to their programming.

      The woman blinked slowly.

      Oh. The shock of realization spread through the facility manager. It was clear in every part of the woman that he was talking to. From her bone structure to her skin complexion—the part that wasn’t blotchy with some sort of irritant, that was. All of it spoke of some very expensive gene therapy.

      In fact… As the facility manager looked at her, he realized that he wasn’t just looking at someone who had been through many courses of gene therapy, or someone wealthy enough to make changes to their base physiognomy.

      You could never deviate far from the human norm—that was the fundamental constant of the Gene Seers’ work. You could add, subtract, alter, and enhance, but the base genetic code of any person always had a shape all its own. That shape would always result in effects later down the line. A well-built person could become thinner, but they would always a have a certain stockiness to their frame. An aging person could always reduce their years, but their treatment would have to be repeated every so often, and with more frequency to stop the body’s attempts to revert back to its natural age.

      But what I am looking at here is someone with NO base physiognomy!

      He was looking at a clone.

      “I…I thought that was still at the speculative stage…” he stammered, unable to stop himself.

      “Are you calling me a ‘that’?” the woman said.

      The ethics of cloning were still highly debatable amongst the wider intellectual community. There were even different factions of Gene-Seers who advocated that no such attempt should be made.

      But there are legends, aren’t there? He had heard the old tales in the academy that humanity had cracked the secret of cloning a long, long time ago. Sometime in the twenty-second or twenty-third century, if it was to be believed. But then something had happened. The Age of the Corporations had ended, and with it had stopped all of the cloning research.

      Or so they said.

      And if this woman was a clone, with all the genetic enhancements that gene therapy could provide, then that meant she was extremely expensive. Probably worth more than this entire facility and all the therapies that it contained!

      And only the Golden Throne itself could afford that, the manager thought. No wonder her security clearance was high enough to be able to take over the entire facility defense, just like that.

      “I am so sorry, madam. I didn’t mean to cause offense.” The manager ducked his head. It wasn’t just political awe he was feeling, but an almost sort of religious one as well. He was looking at one of the most difficult, highest endeavors of his art. The full creation of a human being, and not just the cookie-cutter copying of earlier cloning attempts. Instead, this was the full development of every singular part of the person’s DNA, from the true cyan type of her eyes to the density of her bones.

      “None taken.” She turned abruptly back to the screens. The assassin had never really seen the need for offense or indignation. Those were the emotions of people who had something to lose.

      “But… Can I ask why you let them go?” the manager said.

      Just a little while earlier, the woman had arrived to ‘help’ with the break-in, and she had paused the klaxons for the time it took for the Ilythian and the lieutenant to meet and talk.

      She had let them get away, the facility manager had thought.

      No response came to answer the man’s questions. Instead, she just tapped the holo-feeds and claimed them for her own nodes. The facility manager noticed that their files were completely scrubbed from the system behind their removal, as well.

      “I should think that you have a lot of repair work to do, Manager.” The woman nodded to the alarm-red parts of the facility schematic—the archives—where a lot of people’s precious genetic data was kept. “You had a terrible industrial accident, didn’t you?” She paused by the door.

      “I, uh… Of course.” The facility manager nodded enthusiastically.

      Deep in thought, the operative left the Gene Seer facility. Now she not only had the military officer to kill, but a member of an alien civilization as well. She activated her personal privacy field as the elevator took her to one of the small landing pads on the side of the facility tower, where her one-person shuttle—a small dart of a thing that looked as mean as it really was—waited for her.

      “Private channel to Commander-General Cread,” she said into her communication node. “I have located Lieutenant Corsigon, and it appears that our leak is a part of a much wider network than we had previously thought… The Ilythians.”

      There was the sound of a cough from the other side of the node’s communication network.

      “The plan is already in motion. We cannot stop it now,” the commander-general replied.
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      The Ilythian’s shuttle had a pointed prow, and even though its metals were dark, they had that same iridescent sheen of greens, purples, and blues that all Ilythian ships had.

      In fact, the ship did not look so much fabricated as almost grown in the way that its segments pieced together. Two long metal ‘tendrils’ unlocked out behind the shuttle as it had taken off, like the arms of some kind of deep-sea creature. They didn’t move, but their tips glowed a pure white light, and Anders realized that it must be some kind of field-generator.

      “Have you ever been inside an Ilythian vessel before, Lieutenant?” asked the woman as she sat up front in the central chair—a reclining control seat with a variety of solid screens arching over and in front of her.

      “No,” Anders laughed. As if a lowly MPB officer like him would ever be selected for diplomatic duties!

      “All the principles are the same,” the woman said matter-of-factly, which made the lieutenant wonder how she knew this. She clearly had been on more human vessels than he had been on alien ones.

      But, as Anders looked around the central cabin that was at once storage, kitchen, and personal living space, he could get a sense of what she meant. He’d done his basic flying skills when he had first entered the academy of course, but when he had swapped over to the ‘civilian’ duties of an MPB after four years, he had left his flying days behind him. He wondered if he would still even be able to remember it all.

      The Ilythian agent had taken them through Hectamon 7’s atmosphere, initiating some sort of cloak that must have shielded them from the satellites, then ‘parked’ them near the north pole of this world, riding along the top of a scintillating wave of green and purple particles.

      “So, you know my name, but I don’t know yours,” Anders said to the strange woman.

      The Ilythian turned in her chair and looked at him solemnly. For a moment, he thought that she was going to ignore him completely, but then she nodded very slowly and raised a hand to her forehead.

      “Dchllyiealoparisaan of the Sixth Family,” she said, taking off her glove and extending her hand, making Anders look at it awkwardly for a moment.

      “Uh, are you going to do that thing again?” he asked a little nervously as he also took off his glove. His first experience of being in an Ilythian ship was also the first experience he’d had of PK—or psychokinetic abilities—as it was extremely rare in humans.

      “It is customary amongst my peoples to share our histories, if we are to share our trust,” the alien said seriously.

      “Fair enough…” Anders shook her hand—

      —and was instantly transported to a time when the sky was full of birds. He gasped deeply, realizing that this was some memory buried deep in the alien’s heart. She had stood on a precipice, looking out over a vast waterfall. The sides of the cliffs were clustered with dripping greenery and the birds in the air were similar to the ones he had seen on Hecta—creatures with two or four wings that shone with fantastic colors.

      “Ready?” a voice said, and the Ilythian had turned to see behind her a conglomeration of other Ilythians in fashions that made them look like butterflies. Anders knew instinctively from the woman’s memory that this was some sort of graduation ceremony, and that four of the people standing there she regarded as her parents.

      Four? How is that possible?

      And then the memory-self that he rode turned and looked over the wild cliff. Terror grabbed at her heart and panic almost undid her knees. She knew what she had to do. What every Ilythian before her had done, and would do after her, too.

      She jumped.
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        * * *

      

      “Ugh!” Anders jumped up from the black material seat. For just a moment, he had felt mortal fear, and worse than that—mortal uncertainty.

      “You could not control it.” The woman was now standing up across from him, and Anders knew that the emotion he was reading in her cerulean eyes was one of deep compassion.

      “What do you mean?” Anders snapped at her, hurriedly putting his glove back on.

      “It is the acceptance of everything that you cannot control. Chaos. Change. Death.” Her eyes slid to the floor. “Just as you saw my greatest challenge, I saw yours. The day you lost Cassandra and Sibbi—”

      “You don’t get to say their names!” Anders turned to look out of the porthole, struggling with the intense emotions rolling through him right now. It wasn’t just the physical terror that he had felt from the plunge toward death. In some ways, he felt like the day that he had lost his family was his plunge into the unknown. A terrifying unknown that he had not been able to stop nor control.

      The Ilythian behind him said nothing and waited for the him to regain his composure.

      “You have seen my greatest trial, and I have seen yours. We can now be allies,” she said formally.

      Anders was still breathing deep and hard, but perhaps some of the peace of this strange people had also passed into him. He nodded. “I understand,” he said. “But I don’t think that I am ever going to be able to pronounce your name…”

      “Dchllyiealoparisaan?” A small smile quirked the edges of her mouth. “We could shorten it for human use. Dchllyiealo?” she suggested.

      “I was thinking Dalia,” Anders said wryly, and this time, the small smile turned into a grin.

      “Done.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not a complete gene construct, but it’s close,” said Moriarty, his voice amplified as Dalia had allowed the S.I. to attach itself to her ship’s computers.

      “It’s a clone?” Anders frowned.

      They were looking at the projection of the data gleaned from Gene Key 430101. Anders saw things that he recognized as DNA helixes—kind of—with lines of code flashing and indicating various parts of the sequence.

      “These bodies, both of them, are genetically identical, but they do not appear to have any single throne identity registered to them.” Moriarty said.

      “What do you mean ‘single’ throne identity?”

      “What you are looking at is the result of several hundred different registered Golden Throne humans, or their base DNA, anyway,” Moriarty explained.

      “A chimera?” Dalia asked.

      “I can deduce that someone has spliced together several different DNA families to make this individual. To make both of them,” Moriarty said.

      “But that’s impossible, isn’t it?” Anders was still frowning. Cloning was a legend. A myth. But here he wasn’t looking just at cloning, but at the creation of an entire human construct from multiple groups of people.

      “Clearly not impossible, Lieutenant,” Dalia said. “But I do not understand why the creation of a new type of human in any way threatens the entire galaxy, and why my people have had to be involved in this.”

      “They all bear the latent markers for PK abilities,” Moriarty said.

      “The Gene Seers are creating PK Clones?” Anders shook his head. He was getting out of his depth, very quickly.

      “Ah, excuse me, sir. This construct was not PK active, but I believe that the process might eventually result in a PK-active human-based construct,” Moriarty explained.

      “A human PK army…” Dalia nodded to herself. “That would be a cause for Ilythian concern.”

      “Whatever they were, whomever they were…” Anders started to glower deeply at the simulation. “I saw the footage of the first one’s death. It had emotions. It had fear. Even if it wasn’t a natural human, it was a person.” He looked up at Dalia. “And those two, along with the Terevesin envoy, were killed in my city.”

      The lieutenant looked out across the dome of the planet, out to where there was a distant glowing spot, brighter than the others. Given their position, that would be Hecta 3, the home of the Challenge, and the place where Uskol Hecatia was probably heading to right now.

      “And I am not going to let him get away with it,” Anders said.
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Challenge Hub, part 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Hecta 3

      

      “There she is…” Anders breathed, leaning over Dalia’s forward chair.

      Ahead of them was the Challenge Hub that floated over Hecta 3. It was a snowflake-shaped platform with a large crystal-glass dome in its center and five radiating fractal arms. Already, these arms were filled with a variety of ships, from bulbous to boxy. Mostly Golden Throne ships, Anders thought. But there were at least two of the Secari ‘doughnut’ ships and one of the larger Mondrauk ‘bulldog’ arm-craft.

      “Sir, might I remind you that technically you do not have operational jurisdiction here?” Moriarty pointed out.

      “I’m still an MPB officer,” Anders growled as he checked his laser pistol. Fully charged. He knew that he would be one of the few people here who was actually allowed to carry one.

      And happily, the lieutenant thought. Dalia also wouldn’t be a problem here, as the place would be writhing with different cultures and races from all across the sentient galaxy.

      The Ilythian’s scout ship slowed in a wide arc as it requested permission to dock. From the outside, it would appear as though the ship’s two backward tentacles flexed almost organically as it slowed to the waiting port, lit up in a bright hexagon.

      “Ready?” Anders asked Dalia, who just raised two perfectly sculpted eyebrows as if the question was ridiculous.

      “Okay.” He shrugged and waited for the porthole door to petal open.

      Revealing one of the Challenge guards in full regalia, with his heavy blaster already leveled.
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        * * *

      

      The Challenge Hub was the first point of entry to the tiny world below it. It was at once the place where all the contestants docked, and where the most dedicated fans—who had bought the platinum passes—would be allowed to stay and view the events below for the few days that it would take.

      Hecta 3 itself was a green and gray orb. In fact, the planet was far too small to sustain any sort of complex life, or even hold an atmosphere that was viable for humans and many of the other more advanced civilizations.

      However, that had been before the engineers and technicians of the Eternal Empress had got their hands on it. Being the third planet from Hecta’s sun, it already had a lot of heat hitting its surface, creating active internal geologies that would spew carbon monoxide and sulfur at regular intervals from fissures in the rocky mantle.

      The techniques of terraforming had already been well in place by the time the Eternal Empress had chosen Hecta 3. First, the small world was bombarded from space with carbon and ice-laden asteroids. This changed the face of the planet to create new landmasses, ridges, and mountains. The water and organic particles were distributed across the surface, and then kept from evaporating by the imposition of a world-wide field system, kept in place by satellites and the Challenge Hub itself.

      With the artificial gravity and atmosphere added, the real work could begin. Missiles packed with microbial and rhizome bio-forms bombarded the planet. These created the base layer for the rest of the subsequent evolution. Drones spent years roaming the surface, depositing more organic material as well as genetically enhanced seed groups.

      Finally, after this ‘preparation’ work was done, the job of real landscaping began. Teams of actual humans were sent down with their giant mining drones to create caves and complexes, channels and streams, as well as planting copses, groves, windbreaks, and cover plants.

      The work of Hecta 3 was a long and laborious one, but then again, the Eternal Empress wasn’t trying to do what other throne planets had done. She wasn’t seeking to create a garden world like Terevesin. As soon as the strange, newly evolved, and genetically enhanced trees and scrublands grew and the waters started to flow, she inaugurated the first of the Challenges.

      Ever since then, the world of Hecta 3 had been in a state of constant biological flux. New species were periodically introduced, mostly small prey species for the ultra-predators that were imported. New traps and environments were constantly in the stage of either being decommissioned or built, as each year a new spectacle was demanded by the bloodthirsty audiences.

      Hecta 3 had been designed to be dangerous.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Whoa there, big fella,” Anders growled at the guard. He didn’t have time to draw his laser pistol after he had re-holstered it, but his hand hovered near his hip just the same.

      “Big lady-fella, to you,” the woman said, nodding so that the automatic visor raised from her helmet. It was indeed a lady with dark hair inside the battle armor, adding thirty pounds or so to her build as well as a good six inches to her height.

      The Challenge guards all wore battle armor, the same fundamental suit that the Throne Marines wore. This was no surprise as the Challenge guards were technically part of the Imperial Armies, although a very unique part of the throne forces who were only stationed here at Hecta 3.

      That meant that in his borrowed, oversized clothes, Anders didn’t stand a chance against the woman with gigantic plates of woven metal all over her body. Every part of her would have been nigh impenetrable to anything other than the heavy blasters that she herself carried. Ander’s tiny little pistol would do very little other than knock her back.

      “You don’t have tickets,” the woman growled. “And your ship hasn’t been registered with the hub’s computers.”

      “I’m here under the jurisdiction of the Military Police Bureau, as serving Lieutenant Anders Corsigon,” he said, raising his gloved hand in front of the blaster.

      Anders saw the woman scowl as she flickered a glance between Anders and the Ilythian. This was all highly irregular.

      But then again, it was Challenge season. Crazy things happened across the Hecta System. “Nodes,” the guard growled, gesturing with the blaster for Anders to raise his forearm.

      There was a customary blip from the guard’s HUD system in the cowl of her helmet. The lieutenant’s node checked out.

      “And…” The guard looked at the Ilythian. Her people didn’t have nodes, and any personal identifiers that they might have were certainly not a part of the Golden Throne database.

      “She’s with me, soldier,” Anders said heavily.

      “Special Challenge Jurisdiction,” the woman at least tried to pull regulations over him. “This space is under special rules…”

      “I said that she’s with me.” Anders held his glare at her. He wasn’t going to back down. There is a murderer in there, and I am going to find him. “Do I have to get the captain of the local MPB on call here, soldier?” Anders asked. He knew that was way out of his depth and he had no idea if the captain would even have the authority to do anything at all…

      But most of the time, all it takes is for someone to ACT as though they know what they are doing for other people to think that they do.

      It turned out to be the case here, because the Challenge guard suddenly shrugged. “Fine. But if anything comes of it, it’s the MPB’s ass on the line. I’m not covering for you.” She stepped aside.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to.” Anders smiled sweetly as they marched into the hub.
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            Hecta Space

          

        

      

    

    
      On the bridge of the Reaver-class Golden Throne boat, Commander-General Cread was hurrying. Around him, there was a sense of tense activity pulsing through the bridge as the other black and gold-suited officers worked.

      It wasn’t just the fact that they were only a day out from the Challenge itself. It was the fact that they were about to receive a very special guest.

      Cread opened a private communication link to his operative far below on the planet surface. “Report,” he said to his assassin, a little more tersely than he would usually. It was the stress of the situation. This was a plan almost twenty years in the making, and now, finally, the Golden Throne would soon have its day.

      “The Ilythian woman seen with Lieutenant Corsigon has no travel or access identification for the Hecta System,” was the reply. Her voice was always just slightly husky. “But I have checked the intel servers and have discovered that she has been spotted twice before. Once as a part of an Ilythian trade delegation to the throne, and another time as a visitor to Terevesin, supposedly on a horticultural exchange trip.”

      “Terevesin again.” Cread frowned as he turned and stalked to his private command chambers off the side of the bridge. “Those damn garden worlds have always been too close to the Ilythians. Now we have proof that they are consorting with enemy spies!”

      For a moment, the Commander-General wondered what he should do. He could assassinate key planetary figures, of course, but the subsequent upheaval would cost them dearly. But that was the problem with assassinations, wasn’t it? Cread thought angrily as he stepped into his semi-circular chamber, one side lined with a view screen of the stars outside.

      You never knew what the aftermath of a successful assassination would be. Even with the best situation analysis, you might end up with some grieving mother or friend who becomes a civil rights hero, hellbent on discovering the truth.

      Ugh. He would have to somehow sneak in an airburst toxin, anthrax or something, but that would require a fully-cloaked ship and the hacking of the planetary satellite network.

      Cread started to feel the pulse of a headache forming in the exact center of his forehead. No one understood just how hard his job was…

      “Do you have the whereabouts of the two of them, at least?” Cread finally asked. He wasn’t particularly worried about the MPB officer, he was much more worried about the Ilythian agent. She was clearly some sort of counter to his operatives—an Ilythian spy sent to undermine the Reach of the Golden Throne!

      “They have just been registered entering the Challenge Hub, sir,” his agent informed him. “I believe they must be on the trail of my associate, Uskol Hecatia. Do you want me to make my way there now?”

      That, at least, was excellent news. “Aha! Marvelous!” Cread suddenly thought of an answer to his problems. “No. Do not go to the Challenge Hub yourself. Return to this ship, where you will wait for your next assignment.”

      “Very good, sir,” and the line clicked off.

      Meanwhile, Cread had other business to attend to. He quickly sent a message to his agents among the staff of the Challenge Hub, with the required instructions of how to deal with the two newcomers to the station.

      After that, he took a deep breath and composed himself, walking to the front of his desk. “I am here,” he said into the empty room.

      An instant later, a tiny light glittered in the middle of the room, starting to glow brighter and bigger, turning into a radiant gold and white glow.

      “Commander-General,” said a high-pitched, youthful voice. There, standing in the middle of the room where before there had been nothing, was the Herald of the Throne. Or one of them, Cread thought. He wore the same ridiculous gold tabard and shorts, the small peaked hat, and his skin was just as gold as it always was.

      But instead of the theatrical, noble, and even elf-like demeanor that the herald usually had for its viewers, this time it scowled and acted as though it was far more cynical than its years should allow.

      “The Eternal Empress is getting impatient, Cread,” the herald said, stalking about the small command room like a bear cub in a bad mood. He hissed the man’s name as if it were an insult. “You know how she gets when she has to be kept waiting…”

      “We are in the final stages of execution, you can personally promise her,” Cread said with a smile, although in his head, he added, Poisonous little twit!

      “Hmm…” The herald rolled his eyes and moved to Cread’s desk, where, surprisingly, the man had a collection of tiny ship figurines. Early spacecraft dating right back to the twentieth century in miniature form. Cread watched as the herald attempted to pick one up, but it fell through his golden holo-hand.

      “And anyway.” Cread coughed. “This way, at least the Eternal Empress will be able to see most of the Challenge undisturbed, yes? She has always enjoyed viewing the Challenge, hasn’t she?” the commander-general pointed out.

      “Maximum impact, Cread,” the herald reminded him. “You were told that the plan had to have maximum effect. The Eternal Empress doesn’t want to lose the viewers after the Challenge has ended. She wants everyone to see the explosion. She wants the evidence to be undeniable.”

      “Oh, it will be, you can assure her,” Cread said, although the words tasted sour. He knew that he had to take orders from the Eternal Empress Helena I, but he hated having to be told what to do by this little toad. Cread very much doubted if the herald—who looked all of sixteen—had ever killed anyone with his bare hands!

      No one knows how hard my job is. Cread took a deep breath and steeled himself for what he had to say.

      “Please inform the Eternal Empress that this way is far better. That now, when the Challenge is nearing its completion and everyone is tuning in to watch the winner, that is when we will act,” he said. “It will be spectacular.”

      The herald turned from the desk to look up at the man, his eyes orbs of uncaring cruelty. “Just so long as you are right about that, Commander Cread.”
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Challenge Hub, part 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “That is the one I saw,” Dalia said, looking up at the imposing form of the Red Judge Uskol Hecatia.

      Unfortunately, it was impossible for Anders to arrest this form of Uskol, as it was a giant holo-projection of the man some twelve feet high. He stood on an austere metal podium along with four other current contestants and previous winners of the Challenge.

      Dalia and Anders stood in the central dome of the hub itself, with the geodesic crystal-glass structure far above them. This place was busy and crowded with the platinum-pass guests from all across the Reach of the Throne. They were mostly split into the various factions supporting each of the most prominent contestants. Anders saw a large number of Red Judges in their scale-like battle plate, while on the other side of the room were a knot of Secari crab-men who had attached orange-colored ribbons to the nodules of their carapace. They stood under the holo of Master Jid, a Secari that looked almost twice the size of his fellows if the scale to the other contestants was to be believed.

      As well as these two came the more easily recognizable form of Venark of the Mondrauks, a horned alien with a squashed, puggy-looking face and great swathes of shaggy brown hair. It was no wonder that people thought they were devils when they first saw them. Anders shivered.

      The last two holos were of the current human winners of the last Challenge—a rare duo who each stood on their own podium. “Lisa and Jacques.” Anders nodded at them. One was small and dark-haired, while the other was willowy, tall, and light-haired. The two women had entered as a couple, and although it was not unheard of, it was certainly rare. The lieutenant knew that they had certainly proven uncompromising enough to their enemies.

      “It is barbaric,” Dalia surprised him by saying. From seeing the way that she had coolly handled herself in the Gene Seer facility, Anders had thought that she was an Ilythian warrior with a soldier’s sensibility, that while unnecessary, she might still have been able to appreciate the violent skills involved…

      But why should I be surprised? The man berated himself. It was after all what he himself believed, too. “There are a lot of other contestants, as well,” Anders explained, waving a hand at the much smaller holo headshots of perhaps fifteen or more people—almost all humans—that were set against the walls.

      “Where can we find Uskol?” Dalia asked, ignoring his small act of amateur tour guiding.

      Anders explained that all the contestants, the famous ones and the less famous, would currently be in their respective rooms in this very hub, before being dropped to the surface of Hecta 3 in just a few hours.

      “Then we had better move quickly,” Dalia said.

      “That, uh, might be more difficult than you think…” Anders began. The murderer would be housed in the arm of the hub directly behind his giant holo. Right where the large gaggle of Red Judge fans and followers were congregated.

      “Do not worry, Anders Corsigon.” The Ilythian smiled. “I know of a way to get to him.” She was already reaching for her utility belt, and Anders was terrified to see her pull out one of the pinecone-like electronic disruptors.

      “Wait!” he said quickly, reaching out to hesitantly touch her elbow. “This is throne space. Any action you take will be construed as an act of sabotage!” Which might just go ahead and start an interstellar war, Anders thought. As much as he was prepared to do anything to catch his quarry, he did balk a bit at the idea of starting what would be humanity’s greatest ever conflict.

      “I know it is sabotage. What do you think I do for a living?” Dalia regarded him as if he were mad.

      Anders reflected that there really was no time to try and school her on the idea of habeas corpus and the rule of law. He, at least, still believed in those things, even if some sections of the throne government apparently did not.

      “Let me try something,” Anders said, already marching across the hub space, under the dome of stars above them.
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        * * *

      

      The first Red Judge looked down at the very small man like he was mad. “You want to what?”

      The second Red Judge, a very tall woman who was even bigger than the Challenge guard who had first met them, just laughed at him.

      “You want to learn how to become as good a fighter as Uskol Hecatia?”

      The congregation appeared to be loyal followers who also had some sort of informal access to the feared contestant. Perhaps they had all trained at the same prestigious Red Judges’ fighting schools, Anders thought.

      “Think of it like an interview.” Anders smiled guilelessly at them. “You wouldn’t believe just how many Hectamon 7 youth want to fight like Uskol.”

      “And you say that you’re the sensei of some Hecta dojo?” said the first speaker, a man with a shaved head.

      “Precisely,” Anders lied. “If I could take back a few words, some fighting tips and perhaps some footage to my students, that would make their year!” Anders knew just how proud the fighters of the harsh desert and mountainous worlds were of their warriors.

      The bald man looked at the woman beside him. “What do you think?”

      She pulled a face. “What’s he got, three hours? He’s deep in his preparation rituals…”

      “But it would be good publicity,” another considered.

      That was another part of Anders’s plan. One of the most depressing facts of the Challenge was that a whole lot of people made a whole heap of money out of people dying down there. If the contestant survived, then they could be sure of a hefty payout in throne credits, as well as all manner of sponsorship deals for the next year. Whole cottage industries had sprung up around previous winners, selling everything from branded contestant nodes to clothing. A returning winner like Uskol Hecatia was sure to be making hundreds of thousands.

      “After.” The woman shrugged.

      “With the greatest respect—” Anders hazarded. “What if fortune doesn’t favor Uskol this time?” He might die, Anders didn’t say. But the Red Judges in front of him caught his drift just the same.

      “Fortune has nothing to do with it!” The woman grabbed Anders’s throat with her mesh gloves and slammed him against the nearest wall.

      “Ach!”

      Oh yeah, the ribs, Anders thought as pain shot up his side. It seemed that Dalia’s strange potion really was just a pain reliever after all. But that wasn’t the entire problem, was it? The Red Judge was also squeezing his throat.

      “Uskol doesn’t need to be lucky, little man!” the woman snarled into his choking face. “Uskol is the best fighter in the galaxy!”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” said Dalia, throwing her arm in a viper-like motion to seize the woman’s wrist.

      In a moment of adrenaline-fueled slow motion, Anders saw Dalia twist her hold just slightly as she also turned on her hip, and there was a sharp snapping sound as the woman howled in agony.

      “Dalia!” Anders coughed as he slumped forward, one hand moving to his throat as the other moved to his hip holster. “What did I tell you earlier about—”

      He never got the chance to finish that sentence, as the bald Red Judge landed a knee into his already fractured side, sending him spinning onto the metal.

      That was another thing about the Red Judges: they really liked a good fight.
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        * * *

      

      Dalia made small, cat-like hissing noises as she lowered her stance and raised her arms in a loose, outstretched position. The first Red Judge leaped in with a stomp, but she swerved her upper body, pushing out against the man’s leg so he almost seemed to roll off of her.

      The next one had been behind her, however, and managed to cuff the Ilythian agent in the small of the back, sending her staggering forward.

      She quickly spun on her heel, catching the man’s wrist as she had done the first attacker, and kicking out her long foot to send him flying.

      Anders, on the other hand, had his own problems. He had managed to snatch up his laser pistol and was already half-rising from his crouch when the bald Red Judge kicked it out of the way.

      “No guns, little man!” the judge shouted, and Anders could see that he was actually grinning. Red Judges experienced a kind of euphoria when fighting that other people felt during happy things, like eating or dancing.

      “Fine. No guns,” Anders groaned as he managed to almost get into a vertical position. The man’s strike had set his side on fire once more. He cursed himself for not at least trying to avail himself of some of the Gene Seer’s fabulous medical treatments while they had been down there!

      “Eighty-five percent possibility of a forward jab, sir,” Moriarty chirped in his ear.

      “I never knew you did tactics as well,” Anders hissed under his breath. He ducked to one side as the bald judge ahead of him did exactly that.

      “Psychological profiling is a part of my programming, sir. Secondary jab coming up. Haymaker or stomp after—” Moriarty was saying as this time, Anders managed to block the second jab with his arms. He didn’t even try to return a counterstrike, as he trusted Moriarty implicitly.

      The next blow was indeed a stomp, and Anders had been expecting it thanks to the simulated intelligence. He took a half-step back as if the judge’s jabs were forcing him more and more out of the way.

      But when the man raised his foot and pushed out, Anders grabbed the heavy metal-shod combat boot and lifted. The effort was excruciatingly painful of course, as it pulled all the muscles and tendons in his side—

      However, the surprised look on the face of the Red Judge was worth it as he flailed and went over backward.

      Anders, ever the pragmatist, wasted no time in turning to leap for his pistol. There is no honor in getting beaten to death, he considered.

      There was his service pistol, lying in the middle of the avenue that led down the corridor. Anders hit the floor and slid toward it. His side exploded into agony. He could hear the slaps and grunts of Dalia attempting to hold off the rest of the Red Judges.

      His hand had almost reached the pistol grip when there was a vicious stomp on the gun from a giant metal-shod boot. Anders saw parts of the muzzle shatter and sparks fly.

      “No!” he cried as he looked up, straight into the face of Uskol Hecatia himself.
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        * * *

      

      The murderer wore only the lower half of his scaled battle suit. Above the waist, he was bare chested, and his torso was a mess of thin bloody streaks. How did he get those? Anders thought in shock. But then he remembered the woman’s words. His preparation rituals. Anders suddenly realized how deeply committed this man was. He practiced self-scarification in order to release the frenzy that he needed to.

      “Are you disturbing me before the Challenge?” Hecatia growled, his one good eye glaring, the cybernetic patch on the other side of his face flaring with a single red dot.

      “Uskol Hecatia, I am Lieutenant Anders of the—” Anders managed to say, just as something very solid, and apparently very heavy, landed on his head.

      All the lights went out in Anders’s mind in an instant.
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            The Surface

          

        

      

    

    
      “Daddy?” said a voice that Anders would recognize anywhere, even if he hadn’t heard it for years.

      “Sibbi?” he said, still feeling groggy and in pain. His head hurt like it had been kicked by a Mondrauk. Maybe he had.

      “You need to get up. It’s morning!” his deceased daughter urged. She was right, he thought as he fluttered his eyes open, only to close them again against the glare.

      He must have slept in again, the lieutenant thought, reaching over so he could throw his arm over his still-sleeping wife.

      To find nothing but a patch of scrubby reeds.

      Huh?

      His wife wasn’t there because she was dead too. Killed by a gangland bullet many years ago. That meant that his daughter, too, was also dead. That wasn’t a dream, this was reality.

      And Anders was waking up on an alien planet, whose sky was instantly recognizable from the many times he had seen it on the screens. It was a haze of gray, dusted with the pinks and crimsons of the coming morning. But beyond the thin veil of atmosphere, there were still the odd patches of purple and indigo. No matter how they tried to make Hecta 3 look like any other natural world, it just wasn’t. Anders knew that the atmosphere that had accumulated down here from all the organic compounds being released was nowhere near as thick as that of a full-sized, living planet.

      “I’m on Hecta 3. The damn Challenge planet,” he swore, pushing himself into a painful sitting position.

      Around him he could see the oddly whorled trees of this artificial landscape, growing out of sandy-colored soils. Thick, fleshy-leaved plants and shrubs hugged the ground here and there. Even the air smelled different. There was a tang of ozone and humus, and something sickly-sweet. The fragrances of the genetically-engineered species that lived here, at least half of which could kill him in some way or another.

      He wondered why he might be down here for just a moment, and then shook his head at the question. It was obvious. He had been about to apprehend the killer of the—psychic clone?—and someone had attacked him. It was a murder that was being covered up by the Gene Seers themselves, which pointed at high-level corruption.

      And now, it appeared, that corruption had its tendrils even in the Challenge itself. He had powerful enemies out there, someone had found out he was on their trail and had decided to put an end to him, by including him in the Challenge.

      Dalia. She had been with me, he thought, looking around.

      But he couldn’t see the Ilythian. Was she somewhere on the surface of this battle planet as well, just like him? Or had they just killed her?

      “Sir? I am glad to see that you are awake at last,” said a small voice in his ear.

      “Moriarty!” Anders said out loud. It was good to know that the simulated intelligence, at least, had remained with him. Which meant that he must have his personal node.

      Which means that I could contact the captain and tell him what is going on, Anders thought, tapping the small steel-looking bud he had transferred to his lapel.

      “It’s no use, sir,” Moriarty said. “The entire planet of Hecta 3 is shielded from transmissions. Nothing can get in, and nothing can get out. It’s fortunate that I reside as a copy in your node, otherwise even I wouldn’t be talking to you,” the intelligence said in its exact, almost aristocratic tones.

      “What happened?” Anders said.

      “The Challenge guards came to break up the fight, but they appeared more focused on capturing you with the aid of batons—”

      “Hence the headache.” Anders gingerly pressed a hand to the back of his head, where he felt the scab of dried blood and the puff of a large welt.

      “Yes. After which, you were transferred into the facility and brought to the surface in the transporter shuttles as the other contestants were.”

      “Did you see what happened to Dalia?”

      “I’m afraid that I can only utilize your sensing matrix at the moment, sir. I have no access to MPB services, cameras, or satellite privileges.” Moriarty managed to even sound a little chagrined.

      Okay. Fine. Anders tried to breathe through the pain. His side with its cracked ribs felt like a slab of red heat, while his head pounded with every heartbeat. He felt weak and a little nauseous.

      “I’m not going to last five minutes down here, with a dozen or so trained killers on the loose,” Anders muttered.

      “The probabilities of your survival are indeed low,” Moriarty said. “I would currently put them at less than twelve percent, given your current condition.”

      “Wow. Thanks for letting me know,” Anders said irritably. Somehow, this managed to make him feel all that much worse.

      Anders sat in the dirt for a moment as the weight of his situation pressed on him. He was a military police officer—a wounded military police officer—on possibly one of the most dangerous planets in the entire throne right now. Everything around him wanted to kill him.

      Everything had been taken from him—his old life, his weapons, his health. Even his family weren’t out there somewhere, wishing him well.

      They were taken from me. Anders felt that spark of outrage and grief in the center of his chest. It was the feeling that he had clung to during the long, dark months that had followed his family’s murder. It was the hatred for the wrongs of this universe that had forced him back to his feet.

      Anders found that he was standing now. And he was angry.

      “Sir?” Moriarty buzzed beside his ear.

      “I’ve already lost everything that mattered to me, Moriarty.” Ander’s eyes squinted into a fierce stare. “And now I’ve got nothing left to lose, right? Somewhere on this planet is the killer Uskol Hecatia, and he has to know who hired him. Who’s behind all of this.”

      Anders looked around for the nearest path. “It’s up to me to find him.”
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      “GREETINGS TO THE BATTLE OF BLOOD! THE TEST OF WITS! OF COURAGE! OF STAMINA! WELCOME TO THE CHALLENGE!”

      The words came as a klaxon as they were emitted from slow-moving drones over the jungle surface of Hecta 3. Anders looked up to see where the craft was, but it was far too high for him to see accurately.

      It’s weird to hear that from the other side, Anders thought angrily. He crouched by the side of a fast-moving stream, which Moriarty had analyzed for him as being actual, normal H2O. Nothing poisonous there. With no other provisions or rations or tools, he had settled for taking long gulps from the stream. He felt a little better, but only a pinch.

      “THIS SOLAR YEAR, WE HAVE TWENTY-EIGHT CONTESTANTS FROM ALL PARTS OF THE GALAXY!”

      The words were beamed to the surface at the same time as being live transmitted to the various satellites. Anders knew that somewhere out there would be hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of spectators, all eagerly awaiting the first clash.

      “YOU CAN FIND DETAILS OF EACH CONTESTANT IN YOUR NODES AND FOLLOW ALONG WITH YOUR CHOSEN FAVORITE!” the smarmy robotic voice went on.

      Anders knew the score. This was the traditional start of the Challenge. From here on out, everything got a heck of a lot worse.

      “THE CONTESTANTS’ FIRST TEST IS TO CLIMB TABLETOP RIDGE TO FIND THE SUPPLIES NECESSARY TO SURVIVE—AND OF COURSE—WEAPONS!”

      “Tabletop Ridge,” Anders thought. He knew it well from the previous screens, and by looking around, he could see it rising just ahead of him out of the jungle. It was a long semi-circular spur of rocky highland, with multiple flat spaces like platforms at the very top.

      And up there would be caches of food, water, medicines and weapons, Anders thought.

      “Central face,” Moriarty advised.

      “What?” Anders examined the ridge. There were a number of ascents that could be made of course, and each one of them was different, with its own challenges. But the most difficult one had to be the central face. An almost sheer climb up the striated yellow and gray rock.

      “Have you actually gone insane, Moriarty?” Anders breathed. “Do you know that I can barely lift my arms above my head?

      “Admittedly, I am cut off from the MPB Servers, so I am running on my localized logic circuits,” Moriarty said. “And also, I have not had the opportunity to perform dedicated psychological profiling on any of the other contestants…”

      “You’re not filling me with confidence, Moriarty,” Anders stated.

      “However, I can perform broad-spectrum psychological analyses of the sorts of behaviors we might expect in such a situation,” Moriarty continued. The S.I. was very good at ignoring him, as always.

      “At this early stage of the Challenge, most people will be wary of full confrontation with risk. They will choose the easier ascents at the two ends. They will not seek the hardest route. You should be able to climb, free from any interference,” Moriarty said.

      “But it’ll take me hours!” Anders said. “And by the time I get up there, the other contestants will already have gained the ridge! They’ll just walk along the top, killing each other and grabbing up the supplies!”

      “I said that you should be free from interference, not that you could take your time about it,” Moriarty said.

      Anders looked once again at the cliff ahead of him, groaning deeply.
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      “A fissure at your two o’clock, follow until end,” Moriarty confirmed in Anders’s ear.

      The lieutenant hissed with pain as he reached out with one arm to find that yes, there indeed was the crack in the walls that Moriarty had sensed.

      Wait. Breathe. Anders steeled himself and pulled with all his might.

      “Argh!” It was a pain like he was being slowly torn in half as he dragged himself over to the deep fissure in the rock, panting as he held himself there, his muscles shaking.

      I can’t do this anymore. It’s too painful. The thought flashed through his mind, to be replaced by, I have to do this. I have to keep on going.

      “You have approximately thirty meters still to go, sir,” Moriarty stated.

      Just thirty? Really? Anders almost couldn’t believe it. Had he really climbed that far? But in between the cold gusts of the cliff-edge winds, Anders knew his back had felt warmed by the distant Hecta sun. It must be later on in the morning.

      The lieutenant had dragged himself up the cliff grasp by stuttering grasp. Luckily, Moriarty had been there at every stage to direct him which was the best route that was structurally sound as well as being quickest.

      But even so, Ander’s back and ribs were in constant agony now. His fingers were cracked and bleeding, and his arms and shoulders were on fire. Any amount of the water that he had managed to take in had been sweated out. He felt like he was just a shadow of the man he had once been, paper thin and brittle.

      “Sir! Three o’clock!” Moriarty said just as a low shadow appeared around the corner of the cliffs.

      It was a bird, Anders thought at first, and then realized that no, although the thing had wings, it really wasn’t a bird.

      It was almost the size of Anders himself, and its wings were wide and arching leathery sails. Its body was horribly nude and wrinkled, but the worst part was its head: a maw that was scaled and filled with rows of dagger-sharp teeth.

      But it has no eyes, Anders registered, and instead had two bat-like ears on the side of its head.

      The thing screeched and swooped straight toward him.

      “Drekk!”

      Anders tried to swerve, but there was no choice. He had to let go one of his handholds and spin across the cliff surface, one hand locked into the crevice as he dodged the first strike.

      Anders’s feet scrabbled on the almost sheer rocks, finding the narrowest of ledges to secure himself as the giant bat-like creature screeched and came around for a second attack.

      This time, it flew up toward him from below, seeking to catch him where he couldn’t escape or dodge at all.

      “Go away!” Anders raised one metal-shod service boot to kick at it as it opened its maw…

      His blow connected with the top of the thing’s head, making it fall back just a little before it darted in for another bite.

      This time, Anders’s foot hit it more solidly behind its head, forcing it down and away. But he knew that he couldn’t hold on like this for much longer. His shoulders were in tearing agony. His side was a lance of white-hot pain.

      “Sir! Four o’clock! Five o’clock! Seven o’clock!” Moriarty’s words broke into his ear.

      Even as the one that had been attacking him fluttered back and shook its head, three more of the giant bat things had appeared and were coming for him…

      “Rargh!” Anders roared as he kicked out with his boots. His legs were all that he had, as he had at least managed to get two handholds in the fissure above him.

      But there were now four of the bat-things coming for him. At least they had to take turns in order to get close.

      Crack! He hit another one across the maw, just before having to lift himself up in a crunch to avoid the snap of another. Anders would have thanked all those hours of physical training he had kept up every morning and every night, but right now, he was near beat.

      He needed a plan.

      He had no weapons. He had no guns. He had no way of summoning backup. In short, he had no obvious strengths to call on.

      So I have to rely on their weaknesses, he thought as he managed to boot another of the bat-things in the head.

      They had no eyes. How do they fly?

      In a shiver of realization, he knew precisely what to do. These things were bat-based organisms. They had massive ears, and there were ridges and rills of hardened skin along the top of their maws that must have been how they echolocated him.

      “Moriarty! Prepare to emit the biggest infra-sound wave my node can produce,” Anders hissed, just as the creatures darted away, and then darted in—

      “Now!”

      Anders of course couldn’t hear it, but he felt the strange judder of noise hit the back of his teeth and even make his ears pop. It was like being momentarily submerged underwater.

      But the mutated bat-things could clearly hear it. Just as they swooped in to finish him off, the soundwave hit. Anders saw them suddenly shudder and shriek in confusion, falling out of the sky like swatted flies, one of them hitting the cliff wall in confusion, and another plummeting into the forest below as the others soared off, screeching in agony.

      Relief flooded through Anders’s body. But it was short-lived. Now he had to continue.
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      “One last pull, sir,” Moriarty counseled him as the officer reached up. He thought that this climb was never going to end. Somehow even the remaining thirty meters had stretched into a marathon. His world had coalesced into a pinpoint of pain.

      And there was only one thought in the middle of his heart. Sibbi. He couldn’t let her see her dad fail. He couldn’t let her memory die with him. There wouldn’t be anyone left after him to remember she had even existed.

      His shaking hand reached up, grabbing nothing but air.

      But then it came down and struck something that wasn’t rock. It was leafy. It had a stem.

      “Mother-of-Stars!” he hissed as a new sort of pain raced up his hand. An itching sort of burn that was nowhere near as painful as his side or his head, but it was another layer of torment to his already addled body.

      “I’m not going to be beaten by a goddamn plant!” he growled at himself as he pulled on the branch of the poisonous thing and found that he was no longer moving vertically, but across. There was a layer of sandy, dusty soil under his cheeks and his bare palms as he collapsed.

      “You made it, sir! You’re at the top!”

      “Don’t ever speak to me again, Moriarty,” Anders groaned. He waited to capture his breathe before looking at the state his hand was in, and what had caused it.

      He was indeed at the top of Tabletop Ridge, and he could see the curve of the steep hills rounding on either side of him. At five or six paces, the ridges flattened out to these sandy ‘tabletops’ that were dotted with woody shrubs which were clearly poisonous irritants.

      Anders’s hand was red and blotchy, but aside from the pain, he didn’t think it was life-threatening. He was more worried about the cracked and torn nails he had earned from the climb.

      Flash! There was a sudden burst of light further up the ridge, and Anders thumped back to the floor instinctively. There was a battle already taking place at one of the tabletops as the other contestants fought for their treasure.

      Speaking of which… Sitting there in the middle of the sandy arena just a few meters away was a white plastic-form crate. He crawled and rolled toward it, slapping a hand on its side, which forced it to open with a smooth automatic whirr.

      None of the other contestants had made it this far, it seemed, so all of the contents inside were still in place.

      “Ha! Moriarty, you’re a starry genius,” Anders whispered. This crate had been set in the middle of the ridge, the most difficult to get to. In the logic of the Challenge, that also meant that it held the best prizes.

      Below him was a variety of objects packed in their own molded foam.

      A utility belt. A simple clip-belt with strap tighteners and a variety of sturdy pouches attached.

      A knife. A large, solid, fat-bladed carbon-metal knife with a serrated edge and holster-sheath.

      Ration packs. A handful of aluminum-wrapped bars that Anders broke into straight away, revealing a delicious fudge-like substance.

      Water tubes. There were almost a dozen of them, and Anders wasted no time drinking two and sliding a handful more into his utility belt. He was reaching for the rest when he paused.

      “You still have room, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      “I know.” Anders looked at the last remaining five water tubes. What if Dalia came up this way after him? It wasn’t just his Ilythian friend that made him leave the last tubes in place, however. Water was life. Everyone knew that. Was he really about to condemn someone else to death? Dehydration was a terrible, terrible way to go, he knew.

      No. I can’t. Anders left the remaining five tubes and moved to the last of the items.

      A yellow-plastic update-card. These update cards were small rectangles of thin plastic about the size of the man’s palm, with a thin sheet of crystal-wire nano architecture captured inside. They were ubiquitous across the Reach and were ways to upload small bits of programs or apps to a node without having to log into the main server. Street vendors sold them by the dozens, all pre-loaded with gimmicky apps.

      Anders slapped it to the node at his lapel and saw it flash a fast-moving green as it uploaded.

      “Sir, we are now equipped with a map of the active Challenge area for this year,” Moriarty informed him.

      “Good.” That would make things a little bit easier.

      Then came the two final things that he had really been hoping to see. One was a weapon, and the other was a medical injector. Anders seized the white and steel tube with the small caduceus seal and rammed it without thinking into his side.

      Ah… It was like someone was pushing soft cotton-ball clouds and the cool breeze of summer into his body. He could have cried with the joy of having his body returned to him once again and for all his pain to subside, leaving a rubbery sort of agitated feeling at his side, his head, and his hand.

      “All-purpose genetic activator,” Moriarty analyzed what was happening to his body. It was really a way to accelerate the body’s natural healing processes, as well as load it with all of the essential amino acids, enzymes, proteins, minerals, and nutrients he would need for a while. “You still have hairline weaknesses to your lower false ribs, as well as general overtaxed muscle and tendon groups, but you are not in danger of bodily shock,” Moriarty reported with a congratulatory tone.

      Anders grinned and picked up the last item in the case.

      “A freaking crossbow?” he said as he picked up the bulky unit, along with the packs of small, heavy metal bolts. Who under the Reach of the Throne uses a crossbow anymore?

      The answer to that question was apparently Lieutenant Anders, as there was a scrabble from nearby, and one of the other contestants appeared, already bloody and wild…
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      It was Master Jid, the Secari contestant. He was easily twice the size of any other Secari that Anders had ever seen. His chitinous back plate was so big that it forced his body down into a hunkered position as he ran forward up the path. His body—made as all Secari were, of a thick exo-skeleton—was discolored and cracked with fissures running up and down its length.

      And in his pincered hands he held what looked to be a short spear with a wickedly sharp blade at the end. It was already dripping blood.

      “Drekk!” Anders held up the crossbow. “Wait!” he shouted at first. He didn’t even want to be here. He only wanted to find Dalia and go after Uskol.

      But Master Jid leaped the last few meters of the path to land on Anders’s ‘tabletop.’ He wasn’t slowing down at all—

      Anders fired.

      To watch in dismay as the small black bolt hit Master Jid just a few hands away from his eyestalks, where Anders saw it embed and vibrate with the force of the blow. It hadn’t even pierced his shell.

      “Die, human!” the creature rasped in its native mixture of bubbling and clicking, to be translated by Anders’s node. Master Jid stabbed out in a low thrust with the spear as Anders tried to roll out of the way.

      Thwack! But Master Jid had reversed his grip to smack the hardened wood across Anders’s back as he had popped up from his roll.

      He’s good. Very good, Anders realized in that instant. Jid swiped with the other, much pointier end of the blade toward the MPB officer, and it was only by luck that Anders managed to throw his stomach back to avoid being disemboweled.

      I’m too far away. Jid’s got more reach, Anders knew. With the spear, the intelligent crustacean could strike him from even a couple of meters away.

      Jid made a chittering sort of noise that Anders thought must be the Secari version of laughing as Anders bounced back again and again.

      “Sir, you’re two-point-four-seven-one meters from the edge,” Moriarty said in alarm.

      Two and a half meters. I can jump backward that much more, Anders was thinking. He waited for the spear to jab forward once, twice, as each time he dodged and hopped back just a little.

      Not too far, not too… He couldn’t afford to miscalculate.

      And then on the third jab—

      Anders dove to one side in a military-perfect combat roll. But his opponent was good—too good, in fact. Master Jid’s claw feet skidded to a halt near the edge with a spray of sand as he spun around, whirling the spear out in front of him in a complicated martial arts move.

      Anders kicked out. He had done a lot of kicking already today, he thought. It was fortunate that he still had his metal service boots on, as they hit the crab-man’s knee joint with a heavy thump.

      Master Jid’s eye stalks wavered wildly for a moment as it realized what was happening. The massive oval of its chitinous back plate was too heavy. It was being overbalanced by its own weight.

      Anders looked up, just in time to see Master Jid topple over the edge, still waving the short spear as he vanished. There was a terrible crack from below, and then silence.

      “Congratulations, sir. You’re not dead,” Moriarty informed him as Anders lay there for a moment, still taking deep breaths in shock.

      He had just killed someone. Not in cold blood—and it was nowhere even remotely near the first time that he had taken another creature’s life—but still… He hadn’t been ordered to apprehend this Secari by his superiors. Master Jid wasn’t wanted for any crimes in the Hecta or Golden Throne systems that Lieutenant Anders knew of.

      The lieutenant blinked as the situation he was in became very, very clear to him indeed. It’s kill or be killed, he thought. It’s kill or let Uskol get away with murder. And let whoever is behind all of this get away with it, too.

      Anders nodded to himself. He didn’t want to play this game, but he was a determined sort of man. If he had to play, then he would. And he would win.
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      “The Challenge map indicates that there are three challenge points, each one offering different types of advantages,” Moriarty explained.

      Anders wished that he had a full HUD. A heads-up display could overlay the image on what he saw in front of him. As it was, he had to rely on Moriarty’s directions, which were, thankfully, just as good.

      “The first was Tabletop Ridge, so you have already completed that one,” Moriarty stated. Currently, the one-man and one-intelligence team had managed to find a route that led down from the semi-circle of cliffs—a gully for runoff water that was deeply overgrown with vines and more of the poisonous bushes. Anders had already been stung a number of times as he crouched a little way into the gulley, but he figured that was just a price he would have to pay.

      “And the other two?” Anders asked.

      “The nearest is due west. Lake Makha,” the simulated intelligence said out loud. “The data claims that there is a shield icon next to it.”

      “Armor, I take it.” Anders nodded. This was a regular part of the Challenge so far. Each part of the event would give the survivors more and more advantages until they faced the final challenge.

      “In between that and here is a place called the Central Jungle,” Moriarty informed him. Anders nodded as he looked over the humps of greenery that started at the base of the ridge and extended almost as far as his eyes could see. It was riven with the breaks made by rivers, and occasional rocky promontories.

      “The next challenge point is further out, north by northwest. A bunker with a sword icon,” Moriarty said went on.

      A weapon, Anders thought. He could just about see a dark gray structure right at the edge of his vision, hazy with distance. He knew that it was probably a game-changing weapon at that. Something like a laser rifle perhaps. In one of the previous challenges, it had been a fully automated shotgun that fired explosive rounds.

      And where would Uskol go next? Anders tried to bring his MPB brain to the fore. That was, after all, the whole goal of the exercise—to capture Uskol Hecatia and wring from him the names of his employers.

      Anders didn’t think for a moment that the Red Judge contestant had tried to set all of this up on his own. He had been employed for his services, he had to be.

      For one thing, Anders had been met with some pretty illegal security procedures when he had tried to infiltrate the Gene Seer facility. The Gene Seers were involved in this in some way—and although the Red Judge murderer probably did indeed have plenty of genetic therapies applied to his body, Anders couldn’t see a way how the vicious man could have enough clout to pull strings at one of the pillars of throne society.

      And it was too neat of an alibi, Anders frowned. Uskol Hecatia would have arrived in Hecta space just a few days ago. His travels and journeys would have all been highly scheduled, and then, by the time the investigation into the murders would have started, Uskol would already be back in the Challenge Hub.

      Someone powerful is working with him, Anders knew. Someone had helped him sneak away from wherever he was supposed to have been to commit his crime, and then secret him back to the Challenge Hub. And perhaps given him that personal holo-field to camouflage his features, the lieutenant thought.

      The Red Judges were exceptional fighters. Some of their champions were supposed to be even as vicious and as skilled as the Mondrauk.

      Anders thought about what little he knew of the Red Judge contestant. He had performed in the Challenge three times before, and he had won it twice. The Challenge wasn’t a ‘last man standing’ deal, although that could often be the case. It was the person to have the most kills by the time the sky flashed red and the Challenge was ended.

      Uskol Hecatia had delighted in killing people both with his bare hands as well as with the weapons he had gathered during his previous attempts.

      He was a man who had probably spent his entire adult life in the warrior schools of the Red Judges, Anders realized. He was committed to violence in the way that others might be committed to exercise.

      And then Anders remembered seeing his quarry standing over him, his broad chest a nest of thin white scars, and with still more in the making: thin lines of red where he had performed his pre-game ‘ritual.’

      He didn’t look like the sort of man who cared that much for armor, the lieutenant thought.

      “The bunker.” Anders narrowed his eyes at the distant horizon. “Uskol is heading for the bunker, I’m sure of it.”
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      The only problem with heading straight for the bunker was that Anders had to cross the same stretch of jungle at a northward angle while all the other contestants were crossing the very same jungle west.

      “Low-range frequency vibration from your two o’clock, heading due west,” Moriarty said. As basically a piece of code, intimately embedded into Anders’s node, Moriarty had the full range of sensing apparatus that his node had. And Moriarty had none of the limitations of physical biology, meaning that it could use Anders’s node to sense even vibrations and sounds that the human ear could not.

      “How far out?” Anders froze, lifted his crossbow, and waited.

      “Hard to tell with vegetation causing such noise diffusion…” Moriarty complained. “Could be anywhere from two hundred meters to five hundred.”

      “Five hundred meters!” Anders almost coughed. That wasn’t something he was going to worry about any time soon. But he was still cautious as he picked between the trees, many of them with thorns the size of his head.

      So far on his trek through the Central Jungle, he hadn’t encountered any other living thing, neither bug nor flying creature. But the jungle was still full of noise all the same. Odd, distant creaks and groans as if it were a vast giant, waiting to rise.

      And at least one distant human scream, which had been suddenly cut short.

      “How far to the promontory?” Anders whispered as he sighted down his crossbow, scanning to his right and left as he moved. He had decided that his first point of attack would be one of the rocky outcrops in the center of the jungle, there to climb and get a better view of his surroundings. And hopefully stay out of reach of the other contestants, as well.

      “Dead ahead. You should start to see the—” Moriarty was saying, just as the jungle shook.

      “What was that!?” Andes stumbled as the ground rolled like a wave, making the undergrowth shake. He would have been thrown against the nearest spike of one of the trees had he not remembered to fall to his knees instead of letting his weight stumble, just in time.

      “Powerful seismic disturbance,” Moriarty told him, which Anders thought wasn’t really telling him anything new. “But the vibrational wave is short, indicating that it wasn’t an earthquake, but some kind of surface event…”

      The trees nearby shook once again, and this time, it was accompanied by a thunderous, growling sort of sound.

      And now, Anders could see it up ahead. A darkness between the trees, growing larger and the noise louder. The trees were being uprooted, tossed aside and fractured along with great gouts of earth…

      Something big was tearing through the jungle. And it appeared to be coming straight for him.

      “Sir, I advise a tactical redeployment,” Moriarty said quickly.

      Anders ran.
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      Something large was coming for the lieutenant through the undergrowth. It shattered and tossed aside the trees as easily as twigs. It was gaining on him.

      Anders dared to throw a glance over his shoulder, running as quickly as he dared—

      —and he instantly went down as his foot got tangled. “Ah!” He hit the jungle floor and rolled as the roaring behind him only grew louder.

      Dammit! Anders bounced back up to his feet, but it was hard to keep his footing as the ground shook. Trees were crashing all around him, and now he could see what was causing the destruction.

      There was a large, dark shape spearing its way through the trees, straight for him. It looked dark, encrusted as it was with mud and tree-gore, but Anders thought it looked like some incredibly large monolith or pillar hurling through the jungle as if thrown by an angry god.

      “Head nine o’clock!” Moriarty said. Anders saw what he meant immediately. Cut across the thing’s path and out of the way. It was heading in a straight line. If he could get out of the radius of the thing’s effect, he might be able to survive.

      Anders lengthened his stride, feeling adrenaline course though his system. But every racing step only met with more shaking ground, with roots popping from the earth and trees shaking across his path.

      He wouldn’t make it. Not without getting hit by one of the tossed trees.

      The roar was all around him now. It would be on him in just a moment—

      I can’t go across. I can’t outrun it. Anders saw that in an instant. There was only one way left to go. Up!

      Anders turned, immediately spotting the tallest tree nearby.

      “Sir? I cannot advise this as a reliable survival possibility!” Moriarty was saying in his ear.

      “It’s my ONLY possibility!” Anders screamed as he jumped to grab the lowest branches, his boots hitting the tops of the massive thorns as he started to climb as quickly as he could.

      His side pulsed and pulled with pain once more. His hands exploded into pin-cushion waves of heat from whatever foul irritant was pregnant inside these arboreal creations. But Anders did not stop, nor did he slow, as he pulled himself higher and higher. Fifteen feet above the forest floor, twenty, twenty-five and almost thirty…

      Just as the pillar of rock exploded through the part of the jungle where his tree stood.

      Anders didn’t know if he was shouting or not as it felt like the entire world of Hecta 3 was being torn apart. He was thrown violently as he clung to his perch, his hands slipping from its grip.

      No-no-no!

      With a crack, one of the two branches he was holding onto broke completely and he was flung out on one arm, before smacking down onto a nest of foliage and woody branches. But he was still moving, not only being jostled by the other vegetation all around but also racing through the jungle.

      He realized that he was on the great obelisk that had been sent careening through the jungle. And he was quickly being covered by shattered trees.

      “Possibility of survival approximately ten percent, sir,” Moriarty said helpfully. “It has been an honor serving with you.”

      “I’m not dead yet!” Anders shouted.

      And suddenly, he wasn’t dead. The pillar had come to a stop.

      “Incredible, sir. Do you know the chances of you surviving intact during that?”

      “One in ten, I guess…” Anders coughed, pushing his way through the heavy branches all around. He was still in the jungle and standing in the middle of a cataclysm of tree bits, on the back of a large stone obelisk that stretched far behind him. For a moment, he wondered where it had come from, and then realized he didn’t care. It was just another part of the Challenge.

      “How far to the promontory?” Anders asked in a shaky voice as he drank two of the water tubes and ate another of the ration packs. After a moment, his blood sugar and cortisol levels started to return to somewhere near normal.

      “From my estimates, we’ve been pushed a lot further west by the pillar. We should get there by nightfall,” Moriarty said, somehow gauging the light levels and rate of decay of light in the strange skies above.

      “Nightfall. By which time, Uskol may have already reached the bunker…” Anders growled as he started to clamber between the wood and down the length of the obelisk. His plan was to follow the easier route that it had carved through the jungle.

      “Highly unlikely, sir,” Moriarty said. “The bunker would have taken a day’s trek to get there from our original positions anyway. I believe that Uskol will have reached it by dawn if he trekked through the night.”

      “And us?” Anders asked, picking up his pace as he reached the end of the obelisk. It had a square base and was easily ten feet high. Behind it was a deep rut of churned earth and roots. The edges of this ditch had been covered by debris, creating a hidden avenue.

      Perfect! Anders thought. He could remain hidden as he marched.

      “If we trek through the night, then we will reach there by early morning,” Moriarty said.

      “Then I guess we had better hope that Uskol Hecatia is the sort of man who likes his sleep…” Anders muttered as he started to jog.
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      “Ten,” Moriarty announced, and Anders stumbled to a halt, hitting his chest and gasping. He had just done another ten minutes of jogging through the Hecta night and now his legs were shaking.

      “Sip one third of the water tube, followed by one entire ration pack,” Moriarty informed him. “That will keep your efficiency levels at a minimum calorific spend.”

      “Thanks.” Anders did just that. He had so far been doing this exact routine for the last two and a half hours, and Moriarty had told him that he was making good time, but only if he could keep up this pace.

      “Rest break six will be for exactly fourteen minutes, sir,” Moriarty informed him, earning a nod as Anders collapsed against a stump of one of the shattered trees. The MPB officer felt exhausted, of course, but his mind had slowed to just a slow murmur of thought. The occasional concern for water or food or a muscle ache, and that was it.

      That was because Anders was hunting. It had been like this in the streets of faraway New Gate City, as well, without the exhaustion and the pillars of rock being thrown at him of course, but with the same clearheaded, pinpointed focus. Sometimes, when in a more relaxed state, Anders wondered if there was something wrong with him.

      Too obsessed with his work, wasn’t that what Cassandra had always said?

      “Help!” Before his mind could wander down dark paths, it was lifted into sharp-edged awareness by the sudden cry. It was a man’s voice, and it wasn’t far away.

      Anders was already rising on instinct.

      “Sir, do I have to remind you that you are currently engaged in a first-past-the-post game?” Moriarty said. “Any other contestant that you encounter is just as likely to kill you as to require your assistance. Have you considered that cry could be a trap?”

      “Hellllp!” The sound came again. It was a wail of despair, and it was followed by the guttural snigger of someone, or something, else.

      “How can I ignore that?” Anders shook his head. “I may have been transported here to the middle of this challenge, but I am still an MPB man. This is my job.” He started to climb the hill of dirt between him and the anguished voice.

      “Are you going to arrest every murderer in here? Every contestant?” Moriarty asked him.

      “If I have to,” Anders muttered.

      “Does that include yourself, Lieutenant?” Moriarty asked, but did not get a reply.
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      It was indeed a human. And he did not look to be anywhere near the sort of human who would find their way into the Challenge.

      He was small-limbed, with bleach-blonde hair and slightly large eyes, that right now were wide with terror. His skin was pale. Were it not for the green of his eyes then Anders might have thought that he was an albino, until he realized what he was: The man was a Voider, one of those odd sorts of humans who grew up far out on the edges of civilized throne space, staring into the abyss between the galaxies.

      The Voider was also tied to one of the trees, and in front of him was the hellish form of the only Mondrauk contestant.

      “Venark!” Anders shouted. Being a citizen of the Hecta System, Anders was acquainted with the changing roster of famous contestants. It was hard to avoid them as they would be plastered over the sides of buildings or talked about constantly in the feeds for months during the build-up and the aftermath of each Challenge.

      “Another human!” Venark turned on his hooves and bared his teeth. In his hands was a steel battle-ax. Clearly no one had managed to beat the Mondrauk for that prize on Tabletop Ridge.

      The Mondrauk was taller even than the Red Judges, although some of that height was two swept-back horns that started just behind his eyes. A massive bony ridge extended across his forehead, and the rest of his face was squashed and seemingly flattened into what was—to humans—a grotesque, pug-like picture. Hair erupted from the back of his head, down his neck and would be all over his body, the lieutenant knew. Perhaps the most startling thing about the Mondrauks were the goat-like legs that ended in hooves. Venark was a famous Mondrauk, and the shoulders and arms of his dark umber suit were already decorated with a myriad of patches declaring his prowess and achievements.

      The alien settled into a crouch.

      “Venark, it doesn’t have to go down like this,” Anders was saying, holding his crossbow up and sighting down it as he carefully military-stepped forward. “I’m not here to kill you. But I want you to leave that man alone—”

      Venark leaped—and when a Mondrauk with their backward-jointed legs jumped, the results were often spectacular…

      Anders barely had time to duck out of the way as the demon-like alien soared over his head. Venark’s clawed hand seized one of the overhead branches and used it to turn in mid-flight, landing on one of the larger boughs of the poison-trees and jumping again. Anders couldn’t follow his quick movements. He was turning one way and then another.

      The shape of the Mondrauk appeared right before him, bringing the ax down with both hands.

      Drekk! Anders threw himself back to the dirt as the Mondrauk pounced in mid-air—

      “Now, sir!” Moriarty said.

      Anders pulled the trigger and saw the black bolt shoot upward toward the angered form. There was a grunt of surprise, and then Anders rolled as Venark slammed into the dirt where Anders had been. The Mondrauk was still.

      “Congratulations, sir,” Moriarty said, although Anders did not feel like a winner.

      “Why didn’t he listen to me!” Anders spat into the dirt. Old habits forced him to kick the battle-ax out of the way of the body just in case, although it didn’t look to anyone in the clearing like Venark was going to be doing any retaliation any time soon. Or ever.

      “Th-thank you,” gasped the man from the tree. Quite horribly, he had been tied to one of the poison trees, and although his limbs had been arranged to avoid the mighty thorns, the intention had clearly been to let the toxins of the bark take their toll.

      Which they had, Anders saw as soon as he cut the ropes and allowed the man to slump forward. The back of his neck and the sides of his face as well as his hands were now all swollen and puffy, and a painful-looking red.

      “Don’t…don’t touch me,” the man shivered in pain. “You might get some on you. I think it’s poison ivy,” he said in gasps.

      “It’s worse than that,” Anders said, oddly touched by this man’s small effort to save another human from the torment that he himself was going through. “Here, drink, eat.” Anders gave the man his last ration pack and half of the water tubes before turning to the grisly task of ransacking Venark’s body.

      Aside from the crossbow bolt lodged in the aliens’ chest, Venark looked relatively healthy, Anders thought. So that meant that if he also had won a weapon and rope from the Tabletop Ridge crates, there was every likelihood that he had also…

      “Aha!” Anders fished out the knife, rations, water, and last the medical applicator pen. “Use this.” Anders threw it to the man, who fumbled and juggled the cylinder at first before catching it and jabbing it into his thigh.

      Anders watched a beatific smile spread across the man’s features as the red blotches and marks all over his body started to fade. Now that he wasn’t wrought with pain, it was clearer that he was a Voider. And he was also young. Anders placed him in his early to mid-twenties maybe. Although, with today’s technology, it was hard for anyone to tell anymore.

      “What’s your name, friend?” Anders asked as he separated out the stolen rations and water and started tightening his own belt. He didn’t have time to hang around. He had to get back to the trail and hunt down his quarry before he got some game-changing weapon.

      “Patch, Patch McGuire.” The man looked a little warily at the MPB officer. “I… I don’t deserve to be down here.”

      “Me neither,” Anders said wryly. He held his thumb over his node, the bio-activation for his identity badge. In the air before them, a very faint holo of a golden crest of scales over a shield appeared.

      “You’re MPB?” Patch McGuire looked stunned.

      Not as stunned as I am to be here! Anders thought. “I guess you could say I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and someone thought seeing an officer of the law running around down here would be worth the viewing figures.” Anders heaved a sigh. Of course, that wasn’t the real reason why he was here, but that would take time to explain, and it was time he didn’t have. He stood up. “Take my advice, friend. Find a hole and hide in it until the Challenge is over. When the sky flashes three times, the rescue drones will be sent for all of us.”

      Anders finished his checks and started walking, ready to start again.

      “Wait!” Patch said in alarm, hopping to his feet. “What about you? Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got someone that I have to find,” Anders said. “One of the contestants. I hope to find him and talk to him before either he gets killed or ends up killing everyone else.” He didn’t stop walking.

      Behind him there was silence for a moment as Patch McGuire must have been considering the dangerous dark of the Challenge jungle, full of people and things that wanted to kill him.

      “Hold up! I’m coming with you!” Anders heard the younger man running after him, awkwardly cradling the Mondrauk’s battle-ax that he had just taken.
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      “He’s slowing you down,” Moriarty informed the lieutenant.

      “I know,” Anders said, but there was little he could do about it. The pair had quick-marched as fast as they were able through into the strange pink-red dawn of a Hecta 3 morning. Occasionally in the distance, they would hear sudden shouts or screams as one or more contestants met their grisly end.

      “Why are you after this guy anyway?” Patch asked when they collapsed for another of their Moriarty-scheduled breaks.

      “Uskol Hecatia is wanted in the Hecta System for at least one murder, and probably complicit in two more,” Anders said grimly. Which wasn’t technically true as all the cases had been closed, but still.

      He has broken the law. And the law remains the law, even if someone up top wants to deny it.

      “So, you followed him down here to the Challenge?” Anders saw the young Voider look at him a little owlishly. “That’s kinda crazy…”

      “You’re not the first to call me that.” Even Anders had to grin at that.

      “I bet,” Patch murmured to himself. “You know, we don’t have the MPB out in the Void worlds,” he commented. Anders wasn’t sure whether to take it as a judgement or a compliment.

      “When someone breaks the law,” he commented, “we just send them in a shuttle back into throne space. “

      “But aren’t you Voiders a part of throne space?” Anders frowned for a moment. Everyone knew they were a strange breed of humanity, but they were still humans, after all.

      Patch looked up at the strange skies above, squinting as if his clear eyes could squint right through the haze to the distant, unfathomable stars. “Things get strange out on the edges,” he said.

      I bet they do, Anders thought. He had half a mind to agree with Moriarty, that this Voider was just slowing him down, and about to figure out a way how to tell the young man, politely, to go stay alive on his own.

      “Hey, you’ve got a node, haven’t you?” Patch said suddenly, breaking from his strange, starry trance to focus on the Anders.

      “Sure,” Anders tapped at the metal bud on his lapel. “Don’t you?”

      “I did. It got taken off me when I was sentenced. That’s why I’m here. I attacked a Throne Marine,” Patch said a little sheepishly.

      “You did what!?” Anders burst out.

      “It’s a long story. The throne stole my research.” Patch waved the matter off as if it were a long time ago. “But if you’ve got a node, I know a way to turn it into a geo-locater. I can pull up your criminal for you, if you want.”

      Anders gave the young man a strange look. He knew that the Voiders were famous for their engineers. They created insane devices that they claimed would revolutionize FTL travel, or communications, or perform half a dozen other miracles.

      However, usually they all backfired and caused far more problems than before.

      “Uh…”

      “Subroutine Memory-Beta Override!” Patch called out a little excitedly. There was an answering blip from Anders’s node.

      “Hey, wait, what are you doing?” Anders recoiled a little.

      “Nodes have voice-activation, right? A coder who knows the right words can reprogram just by speaking!” Patch was now standing and approaching the officer.

      “Hold on there, I don’t think I want you messing—” Anders was halfway through saying, just as the Voider opened his mouth and out poured an incomprehensible series of numbers and clicks.

      “01011 110’10’000 1 0111’1001…” It took all of a few breathes, and Anders’s node flashed repeatedly before flaring a steady, dull green.

      “What did you do?” Anders said, aghast. “Moriarty? Moriarty, are you still in there?!”

      “Yes, sir! It’s incredible. He’s used the subroutines of the node to access the communications and sensors, linking them to the Challenge satellites above us.”

      “Stop. Does that mean we can communicate outside now?” Anders’s shock turned into glee. He could contact the captain. He could tell them precisely what was going on. He could get the Challenge halted—

      “No. The satellites still refuse transmissions, but what this young man has done has allowed us to access their geo-positioning sensors,” Moriarty said. “I now have a map of every Challenge contestant active right now, and, oh…”

      Anders didn’t like the sound of that at all.

      “And you are currently being surrounded by two groups,” Moriarty said, moments before all hell broke loose.
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      “Head down!” Anders shouted at Patch as his shoulder slammed into one bank of churned earth and sighted his crossbow along the ridge. There were people up there—other contestants—and it looked like they had formed a hunting party.

      “Urk!” Something shot across the ditch they were sheltering in, hitting one of the human contestants on the opposite side. Anders realized, sickeningly, that it was a spear.

      “Oh crap,” Anders breathed.

      “What? What is it?” Patch cowered beside him.

      They were not just in the middle of one hunting party, but two. It wasn’t an unheard-of occurrence, but it was rare. Although only one contestant could win with the most kills, there were hundreds of newsfeeds devoted to Challenge tactics, and the hunting party was one of them.

      “With any luck, they’ll be too busy trying to kill each other…” Anders whispered.

      “Down there! Two more!” someone across on the righthand bank said.

      Of course.

      Anders fired, and the scout-spotter went down with a startled gasp. Only to be replaced by a second, but this time, the second contestant was too quick, darting back down the bank of tortured mud and tree roots as Anders’s bolt sailed overhead.

      There was nothing for it. “Run!” Anders grabbed Patch’s shoulder and pushed him forward.

      There was an explosion of soil and rock behind as something soared through the space where Anders had been. He threw his stride into a zigzag pattern, leaping from one side to another as the ground exploded behind him.

      “Stone projectiles. Slingshot,” Moriarty confirmed as Anders released a bolt into another figure on his right as they tried to swamp them. He slammed another bolt home into the stock and raised it again.

      “Yargh!” An enraged scream was followed by a yelp of terror as figures started to leap into the ditch ahead of them. The first one was a throne human with a broad figure and a full beard.

      He’s got a freaking broadsword, Anders thought, lunging forward to grab the back of Patch’s jacket moments before the Voider impaled himself on it.

      “Down!” Anders shouted as the blade whistled past him and whirled around for a return strike—

      Anders shot him in the chest.

      The next figure in their way however was going to be a lot more difficult. It was none other than Jacques herself, tall and willowy with blonde hair and holding in her hands two curving sickle blades. She was one half of the duo who had won the Challenge previously.

      Jacques leaped forward, not giving him any time to prepare as she thrust and swiped.

      Anders didn’t have time to reload his crossbow. Jacques was coming at him too hot and fast. Anders held the metal crossbow in two hands by the stock, using it to bat away her attacks as he gave ground.

      “Low center of gravity. She’s faster, but not as strong as you,” Moriarty informed him.

      And how is that going to help me!? Anders thought as he stumbled. Behind him, he heard Patch’s wail as another contestant must have landed behind them. The Voider was going to die unless he did something.

      “Wall,” Anders hissed, reaching out to shove Patch against the ditch embankment as another swipe from one of the sickles almost took off one of his ears. He had to use his strength to his advantage. But how?

      He had to let her overreach herself…

      Anders concentrated on just blocking her blows and didn’t try to strike back. It was a different way of thinking than that of attacking. All his brain resources that would have been spent on looking for openings and gauging his opponent dropped away. He was only looking at her approaching limbs.

      Draw her in… He hissed as he had to flick his crossbow faster and faster across his body. Sparks flew when the two chunks of metal hit.

      And then Anders made his move. He saw her overhead swing telegraphed perfectly toward his neck, and he swung the crossbow up with all his might as if he was hitting a home run in that Old Earth game.

      Crack! His blow hit her forearm and his greater strength meant that not only did she drop the sickle, but it also sounded as though it had fractured her arm.

      Jacques screeched in rage as she swept out with her remaining blade in blind, animal fury.

      The lieutenant dropped to one knee and hit outwards, striking her approaching forearm again and sending her arm, hand—and blade—back toward her face.

      There was a thud as the woman’s own weapon struck her between the eyes and ended her frenzied assault in an instant.

      “Holy stars!” Patch was saying behind him, panting and gasping. Anders figured that he had never seen much in the way of brutal, terrifying violence before. Too busy looking at the stars.

      But it turned out that Patch wasn’t even talking about him at all…

      There was a semi-circle of bodies across the ditch, and in the center was none other than the Ilythian Dalia, her strange fragmented encounter suit torn and ripped and spilling drops of bright blue blood.

      And she was fending off a pack of adversaries with nothing more than a knife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Bunker

          

        

      

    

    
      With a thump of his palm on the stock, Anders loaded and in one smooth movement had fired his crossbow. The bolt shot past Dalia’s shoulder and took out one of the attackers coming for her.

      But Anders couldn’t move fast enough. It took time, even with his advanced training, to grab another bolt and slam it home.

      By which time, the remaining four had closed ranks around the Ilythian agent.

      Anders slammed the next bolt home into the stock and was raising his weapon as Dalia ducked under the arm of someone swinging a metal club, finishing him with her own knife in a blow under the arm.

      Thock! Anders released the next bolt. Two attackers left.

      “Jacques!” One of the women stumbled back, the long metal pole in her hand dropping for a second. It was the other half of the two-woman team. She was small where her partner had been tall, dark-haired where the other had been blonde.

      And she was clearly traumatized by the body of her partner lying in the dirt with her own sickle embedded in her head.

      Lisa jumped forward in a fit of rage, throwing a jab from the long metal pole out at the other contestant beside her. Lisa and Jacques had clearly been the ones to form this hunting party, and now it looked as though Lisa had had enough of everyone.

      Anyone was a target around the distraught woman.

      She rounded on Dalia, whirling her polearm in front of her in whisper-quick movements. Anders saw the clang and clash as Dalia attempted to parry with her blade, but Lisa had both the reach and the frenzy.

      I was the one who killed Jacques, he thought. Although he had only been defending himself. He sighted along the crossbow barrel, aiming at Lisa’s legs. He didn’t want to kill another person…

      But he would if he had to. He fired.

      There was a flash of purple light before the bolt hit home. “What?”

      “She has an energy shield, sir!” Moriarty said.

      She must have been the one to get to the lake and win the next upgrade, Anders saw. This was bad news. Energy shields came in different strengths, from the slightest of air disturbances all the way up to almost impregnable invisible walls.

      The only drawback they had was that the more resistant they were, the more they slowed down the wearer. Each energy field would sync itself to the wearer’s movements, allowing them to attack and reach out of their respective shields, but closing the instant that the wearer retracted their limbs back inside. In the heaviest of shields, the wearer could do nothing but walk around in a protected bubble, but Lisa’s was clearly a lighter one, judging from her attacks.

      “But there’s still no weapon that any of us have that can do a damn thing about it,” Anders muttered, making a judgement call. He jumped forward, grabbing Dalia by one hand and yanking her back.

      “Hsss!” The Ilythian spun and almost stabbed him in the neck with her knife.

      “Retreat! Regroup!” Anders was shouting as Lisa in her field jumped forward—

      Anders managed to block the first strike of the metal quarterstaff, but the second swept him off his feet with a painful thwack!

      “Roll, sir!” Moriarty was saying and he did so, rolling back and ending in a flip as Lisa pummeled the ground where he had been with metal strikes.

      “Oi, lady!” Anders heard a shout as something very large flashed across the ditch.

      It was very large—the entire body of the battle-ax that Patch had been carrying, somewhat uselessly. It sailed end over end and struck the edge of Lisa’s field with an almighty crimson flash. Even that wasn’t strong enough to get through, but it did push her protective bubble back in the ditch, giving the trio a small window of time to retreat.

      They ran quickly away from the chaos, Anders and Dalia leaping over broken branches and hopping from stumps to rocks, while Patch ran along the top of the embankment. There was light ahead of them and the ground started to lift as the trees grew sparser and sparser.

      They ran straight up a bald hill, where a squat gray concrete bunker stood, its blast doors already open. Uskol had gotten there first.
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      “Moriarty?” Anders whispered as he crept to the edge of the open blast doors. It was dark beyond them, but Anders could see a concrete ramp descending into the darkness.

      “Patch’s node upgrade shows the fight still going on behind us, and one lifeform ahead of us,” Moriarty said, pulling data from the Voider’s hack of the satellite network.

      It had to be Uskol.

      Then this should be easy. Anders sighed with relief. “We have a trace on him. We’re going to do a hunt-and-sweep, and we intend to bring him in alive, okay?” he said, in particular to the seemingly deadly Dalia.

      “Uhh, can I have a weapon?” Patch winced behind them as there was another loud thump and a scream from further down the hill.

      Anders looked at the small man in consternation for a moment. He wasn’t sure what use he would be down there, but the lieutenant also knew that he couldn’t leave him out here with Lisa running around, taking out her grief on anyone in reach.

      However, neither Anders nor Dalia had a weapon to arm him with. “Just stay behind me, and in front of Dalia,” Anders said. “And keep your head down.”

      Patch nodded enthusiastically.

      “Lead the way, Moriarty,” Anders whispered, stepping onto the ramp.

      Which suddenly gave way under his service boots.
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      “Ach!” The concrete floor had been on some sort of lever system, and Anders was flung down the steep slope into darkness. He scrabbled, thrashing out with his arms.

      Thunk. The crossbow caught on the lip of something, and Anders’s arms screamed in agony as he was suddenly spread-eagled on an angled wall of concrete, over a metal pit studded with sharpened steel spikes.

      “There’s a ledge, sir, to your right,” Moriarty informed him, and with desperate movements, he got first one toe, and then another to it, before he could slide his hands and feet to follow. The ledge led around the inside of the pit, to where there was the corridor exit.

      “Oof!” With a grunt of exertion, he made it to the far side and then looked up. The dim green light of his node was showing that the concrete ramp must have clicked back up into place above him.

      “Lieutenant?” he heard Patch’s muffled voice above.

      “I’m okay. There’s a pit trap. Climb the sides if you can!” he shouted as loud as he dared, before waiting. The trap didn’t open, and, after a moment, he heard several thuds and thunks on the top.

      “…locked! It’s…timer…” he heard Patch calling through the solid material above.

      Anders got the gist. The ramp only activated randomly, for various people who attempted to enter the bunker. That way not every contestant would be skewered and killed. But it also meant that he was alone.

      “I’m moving ahead! If you find Uskol, keep him alive!” he bellowed, his voice echoing around him. He heard a muffled sound from above that could have been a reply or a shout, he wasn’t sure.

      There was no way back up. He would have to go forward.
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      “Moriarty?” Anders whispered. He was walking forward to the very dull green glow of his node, illuminating little more than the floor at his feet and the walls just a little way from his shoulders. It appeared to be a concrete corridor, descending slightly. The air was strangely warm however, and sticky.

      “Uskol’s signature is glitching the further underground we go, but it still seems to originate ahead of you,” Moriarty reported.

      Great, Anders thought. Ahead of me on this level or the one above?

      His feet slid forward, and he heard a click as something underfoot shifted. Looking down, he saw that a small and exact square of the concrete had depressed.

      “Another trap!” Anders flinched and looked around, expecting the worst.

      And then there it suddenly was. Something slid out of the roof at the head of the corridor—a block of solid steel that slammed into the floor and rose again just as quickly, like a meat grinder.

      “But that’s way behind me.” Anders frowned. Maybe it was a trap intended to stop hunting parties, meaning to kill the straggling members of any pack of contestants—

      Smack! But then another one slammed into the floor ahead of the first, and then another. As well as getting closer, the frequency was getting faster.

      Anders ran.
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      Slam!

      Slam!

      Slam!

      The meat-grinder ceilings were only a little way behind him. Their thuds had become a deep, rhythmic percussion. Anders felt blasts of expelled air cold against his back.

      “Sir!” Moriarty warned, just as the corridor seemed to open into a vertical shaft. Anders was sprinting toward it. To pause for a moment would mean that he would be crushed. The corridor continued on the other side of the shaft, but there was no way that even a trained, athletic guy like him could make that leap—

      “Overhead!” Moriarty said at the last moment as Anders saw that there was some kind of chain dangling down the middle of the pit. His foot hit the edge of the corridor.

      Slam! The wall behind him hit the ground as the next one started to slide down.

      Anders leaped, reaching up with one hand.

      “Gotcha!” He seized the chain with one hand and swung violently as the last metal wall slammed home behind him, blocking all retreat.

      But now the chain itself started to lower. Moving quickly, Anders hooked the crossbow—his only weapon save for the knife—onto his utility belt and seized the chain with two hands, swinging his legs.

      “Thermal expansion directly below, sir,” Moriarty said, just as a wave of hot air gusted up around him. Accompanying it was a dull red glow, and it was growing brighter and brighter.

      “Dammit!” Anders swore. The chain was lowering in stages, and the fire below was starting to roar and surge upward. If he had managed to save himself from being killed, impaled, or mangled, then he would only end up being scorched to a crisp!

      He was forced to climb hand over hand at the same time as he jack-knifed his legs back and forth.

      The corridor that was his chance of escape was steadily rising ahead of him. He had to be quicker!

      With a thud, his boots hit the metal plate behind, and he kicked off, using it as momentum to push out as fast and as hard as he could.

      And then, at the apex of his swing, he was forced to let go. Anders sailed through the air like a long-jumper as the raging fire burst toward him.

      “Ugh!” He landed with a smack inside the far corridor, with a wall of orange and red engulfing the pit he had been hanging inside a second earlier.

      “They call this thing a game. It’s not a game. It’s torture!” Anders groaned as he rolled over onto his front, his body aching. And then he realized that he was missing something.

      His crossbow. It had slipped from his utility belt in the desperate climb and swing to get away from the fires. All he had left was his knife, versus someone who was probably one of the most competent fighters in the entire Reach of the Throne.

      “This day just keeps on getting better and better,” Anders growled as he pushed himself up to his feet.

      “I take it that wasn’t a literal statement, sir?” Moriarty commented.

      “No, Moriarty, it really wasn’t.” Anders turned to see that there was another glow that met his own. It was a pale sort of bluish light, and it was coming from further ahead. He drew his knife and crouched, edging forward. “What are they going to throw at me now?” he muttered.

      “Just your quarry, sir. The satellite geo-sensors identify just one life sign up ahead.”

      Anders took a deep breath, reversed his grip on his knife to point back and held it high, and crept forward like a hunting wolf.
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            Hecta 3 Far Orbit

          

        

      

    

    
      “AND THE RED JUDGE USKOL HECATIA HAS GAINED THE HEAVY BLASTER! THAT IS SURE TO GIVE HIM AN UNCOMPROMISING LEAD!”

      The words of the Challenge announcer chimed over the Reaver-class battleship’s internal speakers. Under the dim lights of the bridge, Commander-General Cread listened with idle interest.

      “AND WITH LISA MORAINES TEARING UP THE CHALLENGE CHART, THIS IS HOW OUR LEADER BOARD LOOKS, FROM BOTTOM TO THE TOP:

      
        
        4th Place: The late-contender, Lieutenant Anders Corsigon!

        3rd Place: The mysterious Unknown Ilythian!

        2nd Place: The grief-stricken Lisa Moraines!

        1st Place: The savage Uskol Hecatia!

      

      

      IT’S ALL STILL TO PLAY-FOR, FOLKS, AS WE REACH THE EXCITING CLIMAX!”

      “How under the stars are either of them still alive!” Commander Cread flicked his wrist to enlarge the feed that covered Anders. The Challenge site was not only covered from above by Hecta 3’s Challenge satellites but scattered throughout every current arena were tiny node-surveillance cameras that allowed millions of viewers to track their favorite.

      Cread scowled as he saw the lieutenant edging toward the opening of the Challenge Pit, the final death-match site of the entire game for this season.

      He held his knife up just in front of his face and was sidestepping cautiously forward. It was a clear close-combat infiltration stance, Cread thought. And probably one that had been taught him in the military academy.

      “He knows that he can’t win against an opponent with a ranged weapon,” Cread performed his own commentary as he watched the bruised, battered, and gaunt man edge forward. “Which is why he means to sneak up on Hecatia…”

      Although annoyed, Cread was in fact impressed by the lieutenant’s tenacity—and sheer luck—at having survived so far. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one who thought that, as the viewing figures for the MPB officer were also phenomenal when compared with the others.

      
        
        CHALLENGE RANK BY VIEWERS:

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Anders Corsigon: 2,479,314

        Uskol Hecatia: 1,856,902

        Lisa Moraines: 726,389

      

      

      “Two and a half million!” Cread glowered. It was true that although Anders was behind on the kills that the game required, he had also taken part in some incredible scenes. Fighting off the mutant bat-things with nothing but his feet. Fighting Master Jid. Riding one of the obelisks that the Challenge masters had released across the jungles.

      It seems that our lieutenant has a penchant for surviving, Cread thought glumly. He had thought that the man would have died in the first few hours as he had already been injured and should never have been able to make that climb!

      But no matter… Cread sighed as one of the nearest Marines of his Special Division turned to him and stood to attention.

      The commander-general knew precisely what this was all about. That particular Marine had been tasked with only one thing, and he had also been under very strict orders not to deviate until it was completed.

      “Commander-General, sir!” the man said with a nod.

      “Forward the feed to my command chair.” Cread straightened his black and gold jacket and readied himself for the execution of a plan that was a long time in the making.

      “Open a channel,” Cread told the Reaver’s computers. “Full security protocols. Destination: Imperial 1. Restricted Access Account: Cread.”

      There was a sudden flare of dull blue around the chair as the ship’s communicator activated the highly advanced ansible system it transported. The message was pinged through the subatomic particles, skipping across and through the web of dimensional quanta to arrive many billions of miles away at the heart of throne space.

      The blue field flushed a deeper gold, and Cread knew that his message had made contact. There was no holo-projection of the person he was talking to, but then again, there never was. The Eternal Empress encouraged the belief that it was sacrilege to replicate her image in such digital forms.

      “The mission is good to go, Your Majesty,” Cread stated authoritatively and succinctly.

      There was a pulse of deeper gold, before a woman’s voice boomed inside the sphere,  completely silent to any of the bridge staff.

      “The hour is late, Commander-General,” the voice of a woman returned. But the voice was only barely feminine. It was overlaid and touched upon with harmonies and harmonic frequencies that made it sound more like an entire heavenly choir singing in polyphony.

      And it was loud in Cread’s ears, very loud. The commander-general wondered if his leader and most glorious ruler of humanity turned up her volume on purpose, just so that she could sound like a god.

      “But the impact will be great, Your Majesty. We are entering the final battle amongst the challenge contestants. There will never be more viewers than this…” Cread was saying.

      “Do not presume to explain the obvious to me, Commander-General. I did not elevate you in order to be told what I already know,” the voice of the ruler of the Golden Throne stated. Even Cread managed to squirm uncomfortably in his command seat at that. It was worrying, being scolded by the most powerful human in the history of the universe.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” Cread lowered his head. He daren’t say another word.

      “I am still awaiting my prize, Commander-General,” she said.

      “Of course, as you wish, right away, Your Majesty.” Cread clicked out of the secure channel, and instantly the golden bubble vanished around him. But he had no fear that the Eternal Empress wouldn’t still be observing everything that he was doing right now, or what was happening around the world of Hecta 3. A privacy field could, theoretically, keep her mysterious prying eyes out, but even then, there were ways to spy on the insides of a privacy field, and the Eternal Empress had many strange and terrifying powers…

      “Begin,” Cread called out to the waiting Marine, who saluted and turned back to his desk.

      This is it, Cread thought as he settled into his chair. He had a front row seat for what was about to be the show of the century.
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        * * *

      

      Far above the struggling and dying contestants on Hecta 3 sat the fragile web of Challenge satellites that monitored the surface. Above that floated the Challenge Hub, with its snowflake-like form now distorted and bulging with the visiting craft.

      But the amassed ensemble did not stop there. The hub was only the closest edge of the waves of metal that clustered around the planet. Obviously, there was a vigorously-enforced zoning system in place. No one without a platinum pass was allowed nearer than the hub. The different news agencies were the next closest wave—perfect for capturing Cread’s spectacle, unbeknownst to them. A few hundred miles beyond that came the next wave of allowed spectators. For years, the proximity to the Challenge site allowed a better bandwidth-transfer from the satellites—cleaner pictures, more real-time uploads.

      The more you could afford, the closer you would be allowed to the action.

      One of the best viewing stages that was even remotely affordable for any throne citizen was that of the cruiser Lucitania, named for something forgotten from long-ago Old Earth.

      The Lucitania was vast—a rounded lozenge with viewing decks striating across its length in long lines. The prices of the viewing ‘silver’ ticket were still exorbitant, but dedicated fans would save up for years in order to afford them.

      The Lucitania housed some six thousand souls and a further eight hundred staff. There were ballrooms and dining rooms, swimming pools and saunas. And of course, boxing rings, wrestling grounds, and gymnasiums as amateur would-be challengers pretended they had what it took to survive on the surface of the murderous Hecta 3.

      But from underneath the looming tides of ships, there was a tiny flash as something ‘jumped’ into Hecta space, seemingly toward the Challenge planet.

      Instantly, alarms went off across the system’s drone-satellites. The craft was pinged for identification and verification.

      It was a small craft in comparison to the many others already present. It was barely the size of a standard merchant ship and looked like some sort of fabulous sea creature rather than a craft at all.

      The thing had ridges of iridescent metal that swept back from its forward point, turning it into an elongated star. It did not respond to any hails, and instead, it started to slowly turn, getting faster and faster as it did so.

      It moved forward as it spun, moving continuously faster with the burn and pulse of plasma effervescing from its points.

      The satellites pinged the craft again and over broader bandwidths. It still did not respond as it started to blur and shoot forward, gaining in acceleration until it was a streak of light.

      The Hecta defense systems erupted into motion. The drone-satellites started to unfold their weapons pods, sensors flinging out to track the thing’s trajectory.

      But it was going too fast. It was spearing straight toward the Challenge planet. Straight toward the waves of viewing ships.

      Straight toward the Lucitania.

      The satellites deployed their missiles and fired lasers, but it was too late. The spear of light, flinging spiral arms of plasma behind it in ever-growing circles, achieved 98% of light speed at the same time that it hit the Lucitania.

      To the outsiders watching, and the many millions and billions over the next few hours who would watch the many recordings, it appeared to be almost a paradox at first. The ship did not look as though it had done anything in the heartbeat that it hit the cruiser.

      It vanished inside as if, at the last moment, the image had been altered.

      But then there was the visible ripple of metal spreading out across the body of the cruiser. A plume of plasma and light shot from the hole in the Lucitania’s side.

      And then the real destruction began. The entire affected side erupted into a bubble of light, and the cruiser rolled over on its side.

      It looked as though a mighty chunk had been torn from it by some sort of deep-space creature. It spilled shining fragments that were thankfully too small and too far away to recognize. But one thing was clear: many, many souls throughout the Reach of the Throne had just watched thousands of humans die.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “THIS IS TERRIBLE NEWS! WE HAVE TO INTERRUPT THIS CHALLENGE BROADCAST FOR AN URGENT UPDATE!”

      Cread smiled grimly from his command chair.

      The Challenge feeds with the contestants were replaced with the same image of the Challenge announcer as he became the default primary broadcaster for the atrocity.

      “HERE, WE CAN SEE QUITE CLEARLY—AND YES, OUR THRONE ANALYSTS ARE ALREADY CONFIRMING IT…”

      On the screen, there was displayed a slow-motion image of the star-like, spinning craft as it flashed and blurred forward on its terrible mission.

      “THAT IS AN ILYTHIAN SHIP, WITHOUT DOUBT!” the broadcaster said in apparent horror. Cread watched the broadcaster’s reaction with interest. At first there was confusion, a kind of shocked puzzlement that such a thing could have happened here, now, in his lifetime, right in front of him…

      But then the commander-general saw the animal kick of reaction from the broadcaster, as his scared and shocked face twisted into an ugly mask.

      “AND THE THRONE WILL NOT ALLOW THIS ACT OF COWARDICE TO GO UNPUNISHED!”

      “There we go.” Commander-General Cread sighed deeply. He had done it. He had managed to start a war.

      “A THOUSAND YEARS FROM NOW, THOSE ILYTHIAN FREAKS WON’T EVEN HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO FEEL SHAME FOR WHAT THEY HAVE DONE—BECAUSE WE WILL WIPE THEIR ENTIRE SPECIES FROM THE FACE OF THE GALAXY! MARK MY WORDS!”
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            The Challenge Pit

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ten-point-two meters ahead, righthand side, two o’clock…” Moriarty whispered in Anders’s ear.

      The Challenge Pit was a large vertical shaft, lit by the glow of daylight from where it met the surface above. Standing around its inner edges were five tall, gray stone pillars a meter or so from the outer wall, with an open arena space in the middle. It was clear that this was meant as the final duel of the game. A place where you could duck and hide behind the pillars until you closed in with your opponent.

      Anders side-stepped into the room, keeping the nearest pillar in front of him. He couldn’t see Uskol yet, but he knew that he was in here.

      FZZT! No sooner had he turned his back to the stone than a bolt of burning purple light smashed against the stone.

      He’s got a stars-damned heavy blaster! Anders flinched. The pillar remained, but the near side was blackened and smoking.

      “Uskol Hecatia! I’m not here to kill you,” Anders called out, still with his knife raised.

      “Then you’re a fool,” the deep voice of the Red Judge returned, and another bolt of purple-white fire hit the pillar Anders was sheltering behind. Anders felt the reverberation against his back.

      “Hecatia, you need to listen to me. I might be your only chance of getting out of this alive.” Anders made a gamble. After what had happened to both him and Dalia, and the fact that someone had killed the Terevesin envoy—a murder that would be noted, even if the case was closed—the lieutenant was willing to wager that Uskol would wind up with an untimely end for his part in the deception.

      FZZZT! Another blast of purple fire hit the pillar, and this time, the entire thing wavered alarmingly in its footings.

      “I don’t think you understand the rules of the game,” Uskol shouted. “Now, you don’t sound like Lisa, who I was expecting to meet in here… And you’re certainly not Venark or Master Jid. So who are you, little man? Where did you train? Do you think you got what it takes to defeat me, a champion?”

      This was ring-side banter, Anders knew. Uskol was trying to pump himself up and scare his opponent. All a part of the show. The lieutenant used the speech to dive for the next pillar.

      FZZZT! This time, the blast of fire hit the wall between them, and Anders could feel the heat wash over his suit.

      “I’m Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, of the Hecta MPB,” he called out. “And I am here to place you under arrest…”

      FZZT! Another blast, this time concentrating at the base of the pillar Anders was hiding behind. He heard the heavy clump of feet, getting closer.

      “A policeman? You’re a long way from home, little man,” he heard a growl.

      “I know about Seaview Apartments. I know about the clone,” Anders called.

      “Six-point-four meters on your four o’clock, sir,” Moriarty whispered.

      Anders readied his knife. He wondered if he could get a strike on Uskol’s arm before he managed to fire. Probably not. He would have to get closer somehow, and all without being burnt to a crisp.

      There was a pause from the other side of the room. Clearly, Hecatia had not been expecting that.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, policeman. I think the Challenge has broken your tiny mind, just like your body.” That was, of course, followed by another blast of laser flame.

      “Sir! The pillar’s integrity is approximately at sixty percent of original.” Moriarty said.

      Great. Even if I don’t get a hole burnt through me, then this lug was going to drop a great big obelisk on my head!

      “I can help you out, Hecatia. Tell me who you’re working for, that’s all I want. One name,” Anders said.

      FZZT! Another blast, and the pillar suddenly shifted downward, forcing Anders to crouch.

      “Sir! Six-five-four meters!” Moriarty said at the same time as he heard the pound of running feet. Anders moved, flipping around the edge of the pillar as he saw the shadow of the Red Judge appear around the outer circle, and the flash of purple and white fire—

      Drekk! Anders spun and jumped across the central arena as plasma fire engulfed the pillar. It shook and collapsed against the outer wall, breaking into two large pieces as it did so.

      He skidded behind the opposite pillar and turned.

      “Unfortunately, you are now back to ten meters and more,” Moriarty said.

      “It was either that or turn into fricassee,” Anders grumbled. “A name, Hecatia!” Anders shouted again.

      The reply that he got was another blast of plasma fire. The pillar he was hiding behind shook but remained standing. Anders realized that all this guy had to do was to topple each and every pillar, and then it would all be over.

      He tried a different tact. “I thought you Red Judges were supposed to be the best fighters ever?” Anders called out.

      FZZT! The pillar shook.

      “You’re so good that you need a blaster to take out your opponents? Where did they train you, Hecatia, coward school?

      FZT! FZZT! FZZZ! This time, the barrage was like thunder. Anders heard a crack as chips flew from the pillar and he had to flee to the next one, only for the plasma fire to follow him. He made it past one, two, and then pulled himself into a stop before he would round the circle and run straight into Uskol’s line of fire.

      Another blast hit ahead of him, where he would have been running to. It was followed by a guttural chuckle.

      “We are the best fighters, but we’re also not stupid. That’s what makes us the best fighters,” Uskol snarled. There was one sustained burst of fire ahead of him, and then one behind him.

      “Eight meters and closing. Due south at your six o’clock,” Moriarty said as the plasma plumes continued on either side of the pillar he was behind.

      I’m trapped. He’s not bothering to flush me out, he’ll just corner me and finish me that way.

      Anders took three deep breathes, and then prepared to make a jump for the next pillar.

      Just as the sky caved in.
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        * * *

      

      “Moriarty! Update,” Anders shouted as the pillar he’d been sheltering behind suddenly lurched against the inner wall when the floor shook.

      At least it wasn’t Uskol, that much was clear as the Red Judge had growled in frustration and stopped firing.

      “Sir, I’m picking up multiple energy readings and seismic bursts,” Moriarty informed him. “Random scatter pattern. If I was to make a strategic assessment, I would say that it’s a planetary bombardment!”

      “Asteroid storm?” Anders asked. The pillar had wedged itself into a lean-to, and Anders was sheltering underneath it as the entire Challenge Pit shook again. Clouds of rock chips and earth fell from above.

      “Impossible to say, sir,” Moriarty said.

      But didn’t the Challenge satellites track asteroid showers and head them off? Anders thought in alarm

      “Hrargh!” There was another crash and a grunt of pain. Hecatia must have been hit!

      “Uskol!” Anders shouted. “We have to get out of here.” Anders clambered from underneath the pillar to see that the room was in almost complete disarray. None of the pillars were still in the places where they should have been. They had toppled or cracked as they had fallen, forming a complicated world of stone joists and buttresses.

      And still the ground was shaking.

      “Sir, watch out!” Moriarty said.

      Suddenly, there was a shape leaping through the air toward him, one leading with a knee.

      Anders didn’t have time to do anything but block as the fearsome Red Judge hit him, grinding him into the wall. “Urgh!”

      It was followed by a powerful cuff to the side of the head, making Anders see stars.

      Don’t bend over! He fought the instinct to duck down into himself as every mammal did from attack. Instead, he swung with his knife, making contact with something solid. And fleshy.

      A defiant shout of rage and pain as the Red Judge leapt back. There was a line of blood falling from his forearm.

      “Uskol, all I need is a name…” Anders tried one last time to reason with the man. He had lost the heavy blaster in the sudden bombardment. And now the Red Judge only had his fists, and Anders had a knife.

      “Damn you, policeman!” Uskol jumped up to grab the lip of one of the pillars and haul himself upward. The Challenge Pit was shaking and there was more dirt and rocks tumbling from above, hitting Anders’s shoulders and forming a blanket of destruction on the floor.

      If he didn’t get out of there, he knew the whole place would cave in on him.

      “Damnation!” Anders jumped up to grab the edge of one of the broken pillars and spider-climb up—

      Just as one of Uskol’s boots smacked him in the chest, flinging him back down again.

      “Sir!” Moriarty was saying as Anders smacked against the stone. He tasted blood in his mouth. For a terrifying moment, Anders thought that he might have broken his back, but he was still conscious as he opened his eyes.

      The shaft of light above was now occluded with dark plumes of…smoke? And it contracted and wavered as the ground shook.

      “You have to get up, sir! You have to move!” Moriarty was telling him urgently.

      Anders growled, reaching forward as his back screamed in agony.

      Fortunately, he hadn’t broken it. Nothing crunched or clicked. He just dreaded what he would see if he ever survived this day and found a mirror.

      Uskol was already halfway up the shaft, using the pillars like an assault course as he climbed. Sliding his blade back into his utility belt, Anders followed suit.

      Whumpf!

      Something else hit the ground, and it couldn’t have been far away as the shaft shook and the pillar that Anders was climbing suddenly started to shift lower.

      Anders had to jump. He sprang to the next one with arms outstretched, grabbing a hold of its edge—

      —but his fingers were already torn and broken from their climb up the Tabletop Ridge, and Anders slid to the edge before his grip finally held. His side and back were screaming in excruciating pain as he heaved himself upward—

      —and reached the flattened edge of the topmost face. The roaring sound was all around him now, and he could barely maintain his balance as the ground kept vibrating.

      “A little further, sir. Nine o’clock,” Moriarty told him, and Anders turned to clamber onto the next higher support. But Uskol wasn’t quite so lucky. His pillar shook and started twisting on its axis.

      The Red Judge wasn’t that far from the top, however. He jumped for the edge, and Anders froze in a kind of awe as he saw the man’s hands grab the lip of rock and dirt…

      And then come sliding back as the grass and soft earth gave way underneath his hands. The Red Judge fell backward through the middle of the shaft.

      No. Anders wasn’t about to let this man get away or take the easy route of death out. Anders’s version of the law wasn’t so lenient. The lieutenant threw himself forward, one hand reaching out and snatching the Red Judge’s arm just as he plummeted past him.

      “Ach!” Anders’s shoulder almost popped out of its socket as he hugged the pillar he was on and held onto Uskol’s wrist for dear life.

      But his grip was slipping.

      “I can’t hold you for long,” Anders hissed. “You have to climb!”

      With a grunt and a growl, Hecatia reached up with one free hand, reaching for the lip of stone.

      But then suddenly, he wasn’t. He was instead grabbing the handle of Anders’s knife and pulling it from his chest as Anders held onto him. In terrible slow motion, Anders saw the knife flash inches from his face and start to return toward him—

      Anders let go.

      Uskol roared in defiance as he fell to the nest of pillars below, and there was a resounding crack! Anders saw the man cough and splutter blood.

      Fool. Anders cursed the man’s stupidity and his savagery. “I’m coming down!” Anders shouted, swinging himself over the edge of the shaking pillar and landing lightly on the balls of his feet.

      The Red Judge lay before him, spread-eagled, making minute movements with his hands. He coughed and gurgled.

      “I can carry you,” Anders said, reaching for the man’s shoulders. “Something terrible is happening up there. The Challenge has to be over. We’ll get you to a medical facility…”

      “Wh— why?” the Red Judge coughed.

      Anders looked at the dying man’s eyes.

      “Because I’m an officer of the law,” Anders said, feeling the rightness of those words. “I’m here for one thing and one thing only: the truth.” He reached down once again, but, with apparent effort, the Red Judge waved him off.

      “No. No… It’s too late for me. Save yourself. The name you want…is Black Rose. The Black Rose. She hired me to kill that freak,” Uskol whispered just before his head fell back with a thump. He was dead.

      Anders stood there, looking at the man for a moment before he was shaken from his musings by Moriarty.

      “Sir. You have to climb. Now,” the simulated intelligence urged. “There has been some sort of glitch in the Challenge satellite servers, allowing me to read them. There has been some sort of terrible incident above Hecta 3 space. A crash or an impact. Those explosions on the surface are bits of the debris hitting the planet.”

      Anders shook his head at the news. Something terrible had gone wrong with the Challenge, but at least now he had a name. The name. The person who had ordered the killing of the clones. Who had something to do with the clone PK army.

      The Black Rose.
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      “Congratulations for surviving, contestants,” said the man standing before them. He was a blonde, square-jawed sort of a guy, dressed in black tactical gear, striped with several bands and chevrons of gold.

      He also wasn’t the Challenge announcer. Anders frowned.

      Anders crouched warily by Dalia and Patch outside the bunker, feeling exhausted. The Hecta skyline was smeared with pillars of smoke where several of the Challenge satellites had fallen to the surface. Following his duel with Uskol Hecatia, there had been no flashing skies as the Challenge had been completed.

      Instead, there had come a series of security transports burning through the atmosphere, laying down streams of plasma fire a few miles out from the Challenge site, which presumably would keep away any of the dangerous beasts that roamed the planet.

      Out of one of the shuttles had stepped this man, and a large compliment of Throne Marines, all in their customary bronze and gold battle suits.

      “They’re not fooling around, are they?” Patch whispered.

      “Can you blame them?” Anders nodded up at the sky.

      The Marines had rounded up the remaining contestants, of which there were now only a handful, and sat them down far enough apart so that they could be shot with ease.

      “Drop your weapons. All of them,” the black-suited officer said.

      He’s a commander, Anders read the suit insignia as he tossed his knife on the ground in front of him. No, a commander-general. Across from him, there was a variety of thuds as assorted blades, points, spears, and cudgels where thrown down.

      “Moraines.” The man singled out the blood-drenched Lisa, on her knees and shaking with exhaustion and grief. “Moraines!” the man said again. This time, Lisa looked up, but not at the commander. She was staring daggers at Anders, and the lieutenant knew precisely what she was saying as she threw her weapons to the ground—that she would find him, when they were free, and she wanted to kill him.

      Well, she can try. Anders shook his head a fraction. But she will fail.

      “What’s going on?” asked one of the few other contestants, a bald man with a scar down one side of his face.

      “Contestants, I am afraid to tell you that we are at war,” the commander-general said.

      “What!?” Anders said, already rising from his seat. If this was true, then he already had a job to do. He would need to get back to Hectamon 7. He would be on the reserve list for the New Gate City defense forces…

      “Don’t move, Lieutenant,” the commander-general said coldly. Anders halted, staring at the man. Why wouldn’t he let a serving MPB officer fight for him?

      “The eyes of the throne are on us,” the commander-general said, rather cryptically, “as well as a few billion viewers from all across the Reach.”

      Anders had seen the clouds of surveillance drones that had been released by the shuttles. All of this was being broadcast to the Challenge viewers, who must be as confused and shocked as he was!

      “The empire is now in a state of emergency, so your celebrations will have to be postponed. However, this year’s winner was the Unknown Ilythian,” the man said through clipped tones, and it sounded as though it was effort for him to speak.

      Dalia! Anders thought. He remembered seeing the pile of bodies around her as she had fought. Of course. If the winner was the one with the most kills, then she clearly had to be it.

      “But seeing as the Unknown Ilythian is now a combatant of an enemy empire, her title has been revoked,” the man went on. “Marines, place this woman in custody. Now.”

      Dalia hissed as she sprang to her feet.

      “Wait, stop!” Anders moved to intercept, before something hit him in the chest. The next thing he knew, he was lying on his back, staring up at the broken sky and his jaw ached awfully. “Wha— What happened?”

      “They got you with a stun dart, Lieutenant,” whispered Patch, appearing over him. “Here.” The young Voider hauled him up, and Anders felt his body tremble with the memory of the electric shocks that must have torn through his body.

      “Dalia?” he muttered, only to see that she was on her knees with her head in the dirt. Two of the stun darts were clearly visible sticking from her back and arm, and now the Marines were busy applying magnet cuffs to her wrists and ankles.

      “Where are you taking her?” Anders managed to cough, slumping forward. “What do you mean, she’s an enemy?”

      “Didn’t you hear me, Lieutenant?” the blonde commander-general said. “Your friend here is a spy for the Ilythians. And the Golden Throne is now at war.”

      What!? Nothing in that sentence made sense. “Moriarty, update!” Anders hissed, thinking that perhaps the simulated intelligence could at least tell him something.

      But there was no reply from Anders’s node. It remained a stubborn, dark bauble of metal. No lights and no power coursed through it. The electric shock must have deactivated it. Or destroyed it.

      “And so, Lieutenant, given the situation, I must announce that you are the current winner of this year’s Challenge. Hail, Lieutenant Corsigon!”

      There was a dazzling flutter of lights from the surveillance drones as they swooped and soared around them.

      “I demand that you release my friend!” Anders was saying, already wobbling to his feet.

      “You know I can’t do that. This is a time of war, Lieutenant,” the commander-general said, nodding at the Marines nearest to him to step forward with blasters raised.

      “The throne thanks you for your amazing effort and skill during the Challenge, and as a reward, we will be enlisting you into the Throne Marines, effective immediately.”

      “No, wait, I have a job to do… The Hecta people need me!” I have to catch the Black Rose, Anders was thinking.

      “The people of the throne need their heroes right now, Lieutenant Corsigon,” the commander-general said with a cold, thin-lipped smile. “And what better hero will there be than the current winner of the Challenge? You will be at the very forefront of the coming war with the Ilythian Empire!”

      Anders growled like a wolf as the Marines closed ranks around him. He would find a way out of this. He would rescue Dalia, somehow.

      He would find the Black Rose.
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        * * *

      

      Commander-General Cread sat alone, as he preferred at times like these. He felt the need to reflect on what had just taken place. A monumental occasion, if he allowed himself a moment of indulgence. Sobering as the necessity of the action was, he felt no small amount of thrill at the beginning of this new era of war, one he himself had ushered in.

      The empress could not have orchestrated it half as well without him.

      Turning to his desk, he poured himself a small glass of a dark liquor—a rare Ilythian blend, as irony would have it. He relished the warmth of the liquid as it coated his throat with the slight burn that he loved so much.

      Yes, everything has gone very, very well, he mused, leaning back in his chair.

      Cread’s mind wandered to the future, and what a war with the Ilythians might hold.

      I will have to be prepared to take my proper place.

      A knock came at the door, swift and formal.

      “Come in.”

      He placed his glass on the desk and turned. A smile grew on his face as a woman, dressed in black with rich red curls, entered, her hips swaying with just the right cadence to make a man’s heart race. He was particularly proud of that. The mannerisms were the most difficult to get just right in a clone.

      “Thousands now dead, and a populace filled with righteous fury, and a lust for war,” he crooned. “It was all planned well, wasn’t it?”

      She nodded her response and leaned back against the doorframe.

      “Hmmm,” he hummed, and fingered his glass, pausing, as if reminiscing the recent destruction. Raising the amber liquid to catch the light, he gazed into it for a moment. “We finally have what we have worked so hard for.”

      He lifted his glass, and regarded the silent woman by the door, “To the war, and to you, my Black Rose.”
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        * * *
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      Acronis Landing, Perseus Arm

      

      Nothing much happened on the M-class Throne World known as Acronis Landing. Its only claim-to-fame was that it had once been the furthest out that an FTL Acronis Probe had reached. But that was way back in the 24th Century, when faster-than-light engines were just being developed, and the Acronis Probes were barely more than spears of rocketry and automated instruments fired through the cosmos to stake a claim on habitable worlds.

      Acronis Landing already had oceans filled with krill-like lifeforms and large landmasses blanketed by vegetation. The only notable animal life, however, was the Acronis shrew.

      Some three hundred years later, Acronis Landing was now just another M-class Throne world in safe middle Throne territory. It was many light years from the Throne frontiers, its fertile soils had been bio-managed and terraformed over generations, and whole continents had been turned into savannahs and prairies, churning out genetically engineered sheep, cows, and goats, season after season.

      Nothing much happened on Acronis Landing, and no one paid much attention to the Throne tugs and transporters that landed and left, day after day. Not even the customs officials.

      Which made Acronis Landing the perfect place for Facility B, a collection of gray concrete bunkers set in an out-of-the-way rise of farmland.

      Nothing happened on Acronis, but something was about to happen inside the depths of Facility B…
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        * * *

      

      The young human male known as J-14 opened his eyes…and screamed.

      Not that anyone could hear him, since he was encapsulated in a bio-containment tube filled with a pale-green liquid. J-14 was naked and hairless. Silver pipes looped through the liquid to plunge into his wrists, abdomen, ankles, and neck, as well as to the breathing apparatus attached to his face.

      The young man had been asleep for a long time, and this was the first time that he had opened his eyes in months.

      And it hurt.

      Everything hurt.

      J-14 thrashed, his pale hands grasping at the silver wires and getting tangled as muscles and tendons that he had forgotten he even owned woke up. Adrenaline and cortisol flooded his body, and it felt like he was being electrocuted.

      He was panicking. He shouldn’t be there. He didn’t know how he’d gotten there.

      With a primal revulsion, J-14 clawed and pawed at his face as he realized that there was something attached to it, and worse—there was something inside of him. A tube ran down his gullet, designed to pump nutrient-rich food straight into his stomach.

      There was an explosion of bubbles as the naked man wrenched the mask from his face. A long silver tube came with it, spilling gobbets of pinkish gunk.

      J-14 thrashed, fists battering the sides of the glass before he kicked himself to the surface of the liquid—a foot or so underneath the white ‘lid’—and took deep, gasping breaths.

      “Wait,” a voice said, although J-14 couldn’t see anyone that was speaking. “Everything is going to be alright. I promise, but you have to wait.”

      J-14 opened his mouth to scream once more, his eyes rolling and staring. All of this was too much, but he was stopped from making a sound by a movement across the glass.

      A figure in white was moving around outside. Their shape was horribly misshapen, elongated and shrunken like in a carnival mirror. J-14 couldn’t remember how he knew that, or when he had ever been to a carnival, but he knew it, all the same.

      The white blob moved closer to the glass, until the naked man could see the pinkish blur of a face. It stopped and reached up, doing something to the lid above him.

      “We’re almost there. Please don’t freak out, just breathe. I’m going to look after you,” the voice said—and then the young man realized that the sound wasn’t coming from outside. It wasn’t coming from the figure in white in front of his tube.

      It was coming from inside his head.

      “Who… How…?” he gasped in a voice that was dry and cracked from long periods of misuse.

      “I haven’t time to explain. Please. You have to trust me,” the voice said.

      There was a sudden clunking sound, and a blast of freezing air hit as a round porthole was winched open, revealing nothing but the metal slats of an industrial-looking roof. “Now is your chance. Climb out,” the voice told him. J-14 thought it sounded like a female voice, but it was hard to tell.

      He reached up to grasp the edge of the hole above, but his hands slipped.

      “Ach!” He fell back into the greenish soup and thrashed, splashing at the water with a body that knew how to swim, even if he couldn’t recall ever swimming.

      Slap. One of his hands reached up and grabbed the lip of the porthole once again, and this time, his grip held. He pulled himself up on aching arms, with muscles that hadn’t been used for a long time.

      The effort was incredible, but he managed to get first his head, then his shoulders, and his chest onto the lip, with the lower part of his body still dangling in the nutrient-rich soup below.

      J-14 gasped and shook. He’d never been so cold in his life. Or so he thought. “I— I can’t do this.”

      “You have to,” the voice said.

      More by chance than skill, he managed to lean forward so his weight carried him forward, and suddenly, he was falling, his weakened legs and arms slapping the cold ground in the moments before he slammed to the floor.

      “Urch!” Had he broken something? The shock and pain were incredible.

      “Not broken. You’ve sprained your fibularis longus.”

      “My what?” the numbered man coughed. His body was dripping wet, and his eyes still hurt.

      “A muscle in your calf and ankle. You won’t die. It will just hurt. Can you walk?” The voice sounded worried. Scared, even.

      “I’ll try…” The young man tried to push himself up, but his arms were too weak. On his second try he managed to get a foot underneath him and attempt to straighten his leg.

      “Argh!” He fell to the floor again as a lightning bolt of pain shot up his leg. He couldn’t do it. He’d spent too long in the tank.

      But why was I in there in the first place? the young man thought. Who put me in there? Where am I? Opening his pained eyes, he could make out a small, darkened room with bare concrete floors and walls. Blinking machines lined one wall, and a small collection of stairs led up to a bulkhead door. It looked to be a basement. Where was I before this? The man had dim recollections of a Throne city—megastructures and skyscrapers of gunmetal gray, and skies buzzing with drones. Blinking lights in the skies… But then?

      He didn’t know. He felt weak and in pain. “I can’t do this,” he pleaded with the voice inside his head.

      “Okay. Wait a minute…” She sounded as stressed as he was. Maybe more.

      But then a shadow fell over him, and the young man known only as J-14 remembered that he wasn’t alone. Standing next to him was a thin, tall woman with faded blonde hair falling around her face in a bob. She wore a white bodysuit edged in gold, and running along the top of her breast pockets was a line of personal information nodes.

      “Is that you?” the man gasped up at her, but the woman didn’t even appear to notice him. She had a glassy look in her eyes as she stared into the middle distance, her mouth open just slightly. She looked drugged. Or asleep.

      “Go with her. I can’t do this for long. Just get up. Go.” The voice inside of J-14’s head urged him on as the woman standing above him casually dropped a similar white bodysuit at his feet. The young man gratefully—and painfully—dragged it on, hissing and wincing as he did so.

      The drugged woman extended a hand in J-14’s vague direction, and he realized what he had to do. He clasped it, leaning on her as he hauled himself to his feet. And then the drugged woman started to walk, but her gait was awkward. It was at turns shuffling or stumbling as she led J-14 up the stairs, and out.

      “But who are you? I don’t understand,” J-14 whispered as they emerged into a bright corridor under glaring LED lights. He didn’t know if he was talking to the woman at his side or the one in his head. Either way, the one on the end of his arm only ignored him as the one in his head did the talking.

      “I’m going to get you out of here, but I can only get you to the perimeter. They’ll find out what I’m doing…”

      “They?” the young man whispered. It was quiet in this place as they stumbled painfully down one corridor to another.

      “You’re my only hope. You have to get free. You have to take word to the Ilythians,” the voice said.

      “Take word of what?” the man whispered.

      “Tell them what you remember. Tell them that the Throne has it.”

      “Has what?” the man whispered, but the voice didn’t answer.

      Door after door hummed open as the seemingly drugged woman’s nodes were accepted. A final turn and the corridor narrowed, suddenly slanting down and filled with the chugging noises of machines rising below.

      “This is the water extraction and purification plant. It has outlets leading to the river. Go. I can’t hold onto her much longer… Go!” the voice said desperately, before suddenly vanishing. The young man didn’t know how he knew that she had gone, but he did. It was like there was a sudden gap in his head where ‘she’ had been.

      The woman in white let go and J-14 slammed to the floor, letting out a yelp of pain. He panted in fear and confusion for a moment, looking back at the motionless woman behind him, and then stumbled down the corridor to disappear into the machine room below.

      “Huh?” A few moments later, Sandra P’Masters, assistant scientist for Facility B, appeared to wake up, shaking her head and looking around her in surprise.

      “What the…” She looked down at her hands—which were wet—and then at the floor in front of her, which had a trail of greenish liquid leading down.

      “Oh hell!” Sandra’s face suddenly twisted in anger and revulsion as she slammed her palm on her communications node, turning as she started to sprint back into the facility. “Control! Control!” she screamed.
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      “Anders, wake UP!”

      “Cassie!” The man with short-cropped hair gasped and opened his eyes. It hadn’t been his young-haired, blonde, beautiful Cassandra V’Mhol’Corsigon, his wife, that had been calling him.

      That’s because she’s dead. Just like Sibbi, Anders remembered. He thought it cruel that he had to forget and then remember his dead wife and daughter all over again. The nightmares hadn’t been this bad for a long time. Almost seven years, in fact.

      It was also cruel that he was lying on the narrow and uncomfortable top bunk, staring straight up at the gray ceiling of a gray room. A military room.

      Bunkroom 2, as it was formally known here on the Golden Throne world of Barakar.

      Oh yeah. The rest of the recent past came crashing into Anders’ consciousness with all the uncaring relentlessness of a tsunami.

      Anders Corsigon, lately of the Military Police Bureau, had been on the trail of a killer back home on Hectamon 7. Two killers, to be precise. The trail had led him to the Gene Seers, and to the conclusion that the victims were in some way clones. They had been helpless and as defenseless as babies, and for those facts, they had been silenced.

      But so too had been the Envoy of Terevesin—an agricultural world within the Reach of the Throne. And what had made it all the stranger was that as Anders had attempted to investigate the mess, he had discovered an Ilythian agent, Dalia, who was also attempting to solve the murders.

      “And where has doing my job gotten me?” Anders murmured as he rubbed his eyes. He had a sheen of sweat all over his body as if he had been engaged in a brutal, three-hour fight instead of resting.

      Here. He and Dalia had been kidnapped, and then woke up in the middle of the Throne’s most dangerous death-match called ‘the Challenge’—which, he presumed, no one had expected them to survive, let alone win.

      It was a fix-up, of course. Anders could see that his investigation must have stepped on some very powerful toes, but whose? Why would someone want to kill him for doing his job?

      As for their prize? Dalia had been carted off as an enemy agent, and he had been co-opted from the MPB to Barakar for basic training all over again. In the very final hours of the Challenge, as Anders and Dalia had been battling for their lives, an Ilythian vessel had flown itself straight into a Throne passenger cruiser. An act of terrorism from the usually aloof aliens.

      None of it made any sense. He groaned, rubbed his eyes once more, and realized that sleeping was now impossible for him.

      “Frack it.” He hopped from the bed, bare feet padding on the cold metal floor, and made his way to the door and beyond that to the shower cubicles.
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        * * *

      

      In the dark of Bunkroom 2, behind the closing door and the insomniac form of the lieutenant, there was movement.

      A shadow detached itself from underneath Anders’ bunkbed and skittered along the floor on thin, arachnid legs. It made the barest of sounds, like scratching teeth, as it scuttled across the floor.

      The creature was black, but that was a coating over its metal alloy body, and it was bigger than a hand. The thing paused briefly at the end of each bed, raising its two front legs to wave them grotesquely in the air, as if tasting who was there. Unsatisfied, the thing moved on, testing each of the beds until it came to the conclusion that the prey it wanted had left the room.

      With a smooth flick, the thing launched itself onto the wall next to the door and continued climbing until it had reached the air-vent. There was a series of crunching and popping noises as it readjusted and folded its legs, before vanishing through one of the slits as if it had never been there at all.
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        * * *

      

      Anders waved a hand to activate the three arching showerheads, and the room immediately started to fill with a hiss of steam. It was still an hour until the ‘official’ wake time, but Anders was the sort of man who liked to rise early anyway.

      “You need to get your head in order, pal,” the athletic man in his mid-thirties leaned over the basin and told himself sternly in the mirror. He had to figure out a way out of this mess. He had to get a message to his old captain in the MPB. Maybe Halam would be able to pull some strings and get all of this sorted out.

      And I need to find out where they’re keeping Dalia, he thought. As much as he was still a little wary of the Ilythian agent, she had saved his life more than once, and at times when she didn’t have to.

      He owed her.

      But it was more than that. Maybe it was his almost-nine years on the streets, but Anders liked to think that you developed a kind of sixth sense for guilt. Even the truly psychopathic ones had an air about them that was so removed from normalcy that you could tell.

      Maybe it was just gut feelings, but they had never proved him wrong before.

      And Anders knew that Dalia was no enemy combatant. She had wanted to catch the killer—the mysterious Black Rose—as much as he had. They were similar souls in a way. If Ilythians even have souls, he mused.

      Behind him, there was a popping sound as the showerheads suddenly stopped working.

      “Oh, what the—” He turned around and saw the inset lights in the room flicker erratically.

      “Oh great,” Anders muttered. “I’m stuck in a training camp with terrible engineering,” he was saying, just as the lights returned. The MPB officer moved to almost stand under the showerheads, waving his hands wildly to try and get them activated.

      Nothing was happening up there, and the sound of metallic scuttling was really starting to get on his nerves.

      Hang on a minute. Anders turned in the direction of the noise. He hadn’t registered it against the steam of the showerheads, but now without them, it was clear. And it was coming from the opposite side of the room.

      The spider-thing was preparing to pounce.
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        * * *

      

      “Argh!” Anders shouted more in revulsion than fear as the black, eight-legged thing launched itself straight at his face.

      He dropped to one knee, allowing himself to roll over the slippery floor and turn, just in time to see the thing slide down the wall and flip itself upright again, before charging in his direction.

      “Oh crap!” Anders threw himself to one side as the thing launched once again. He saw the thing’s legs flare out around its body, and something gleamed from where its head and mouth would be. A spike? A blade?

      With a flood of adrenaline, Anders’s training kicked in.

      What protection do I have?

      He was butt-naked in a shower room.

      What weapons do I have?

      Nothing. All he could see was his pile of clothes on the small ledge in the corner. It would have to do.

      The spider-thing launched toward him once again as he skidded underneath it, hitting the far wall and grabbing his under-mesh suit from the ledge, turning and holding it up, just in time.

      The spider-creature hit it full force and almost ripped the thing from his hands. Anders brought his hands together to turn his clothes into a net and slammed the entire package against the ground. There was a muted thud, but Anders could clearly see that the thing was still wriggling inside of its trap.

      Schnikt! Horribly, he saw the thing’s metal mouth-spike puncture through his clothes. It was a needle.

      Anders twisted the material in his hands, and in an overhead strike slammed it against the ceramic basin. There was a crack and a sound of grating metal. But Anders didn’t pause. He flicked the material over his head and brought it down again—once, twice.

      “Third time’s a charm,” he said as he brought the bundle of metal and hate down on the basin one more time, and he was rewarded with a spark and the sudden smell of something burning.

      “Dear heavens…” Anders collapsed against the wall as the showers came on, soaking him and the beast. He let himself breathe, regaining his composure before examining the dead thing. It was a drone, covered in black ruggedized rubber. It was broken open to reveal tiny gears and motors, and its body was given over to a singular vial of noxious-looking yellow-green liquid, leading to the injector spike.

      “Some kind of assassination drone,” Anders muttered as examined it. These things were totally illegal, of course, in the entire Reach of the Throne, but they could still be bought on the black market if one had lots of money.

      And they are programmed to one person alone, Anders knew. Sometimes, they were even DNA linked.

      Someone clearly wanted him dead, and Anders was willing to bet that it was the same someone behind sending him and Dalia to Hecta 3 and the Challenge. The Black Rose? But why? What had he uncovered? He couldn’t see all of the connections yet, the picture was too muddled.

      But he knew that if he stayed much longer on Barakar, he would be a sitting duck for his enemies. He had to stop planning and observing and find a way to contact Captain Halam immediately.

      Anders broke up the last of the assassination drone and disposed of it in the waste unit. He didn’t feel like showering anymore, even though it appeared that the glitching lights and erratic steams had stopped.

      He looked up at the lights for a second, as if expecting them to glitch again. “Whatever.” He shook his head, then got dried and dressed. He had plans to make, after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Take one more step, Lieutenant Corsigon, and I’ll shoot you,” said the very large Golden Throne Marine at the other end of the blaster. It was later in the morning and so far, Anders’s plans had not exactly been going well.

      But Anders had faced down many such large men in his time on the streets of Hectamon 7. They were generally fools and thugs, but none of them had been wearing the battle-armor that this one was.

      As a Marine of humanity’s empire of the Golden Throne, his armor was a collection of large auto-plates that added six inches to his width and height. Anders knew that this guard wasn’t even wearing the full ensemble, and the shoulder pads, breastplate, and greaves that made the man look like an inverted triangle was just the ‘light’ version.

      Another reason why Anders didn’t decide to see if the man really would fire was that this was the third time he had been caught roaming the restricted areas of the Barakar Training Camp this month—each time by this exact same guard.

      “Don’t you think your war is going to go a hell of a lot better if you don’t point guns at your own soldiers?” Anders pointed out.

      “Don’t you mean our war, sir?” the guard sneered.

      It was morning on Barakar, which meant that the small but fiercely bright sun had turned the sky crimson and mauve as it burned off last night’s moisture. Long purple shadows were stretching from the edge of the forest that surrounded the camp to the tall perimeter fence that had been Anders’s target.

      But the fence was patrolled by Marine guards like this one, and that forest beyond was still part of the training grounds. That meant it was stuffed full of traps and obstacles. On the far side of that was the prize: the small colony town of Randalph that was the temporary home to a variety of military support or Marines on R and R.

      But also a spaceport.

      And if there is a spaceport, then there is going to be an ansible, Anders thought grimly. And if he had to, he was prepared to break into the spaceport communications room in order to get a message to his old boss and get him the hell out of here.

      It wasn’t that Anders wasn’t patriotic, it was just that he didn’t want to get injected in his sleep by some messed up spider-drone thing.

      “C’mon now, Lieutenant, move along. You’ve got food in the mess hall, and then it’s back to basic training, sir,” the Marine guard sneered the last words and gestured with his blaster, earning a growl from the ex-policeman.

      “Fine,” Anders snarled, turning on his heel and stalking back across the practice field to the squat tower that was the center of the training camp. “Personal note,” Anders whispered into the small silver-gray data-node on the cuff of his blood-red training suit. He pretended to rub his hand across his face and chin as he did so.

      If only my node still had Moriarty uploaded, he thought a little wistfully. Anders found that he missed the simulated intelligence for the MPB. Moriarty was not an A.I., as such things were banned throughout the Reach of the Throne, but a personality construct that allowed him to access data. But his node—the small bud of metal that combined everything from a message service to global communications, data storage, and retrieval—had been wiped upon entry to Barakar.

      Not that Moriarty would have known or cared, Anders thought. He had gone offline back on Hecta 3, after all.

      “Guard patrols at approximately six-forty-five A.M.,” Anders stated into his blank, personality-less node. “And my first guess was right, the perimeter fences are hard-wired.” His eyes ran along the ground of the practice field, where there was the slightest line of indentation in the lawn. This was what he had really come out to see these last three mornings.

      Anders was willing to bet that under that indentation was a power line, taking energy to the perimeter fences and the guard towers. And now that he had mapped the entire fence inside his head, he knew that all the power lines led to one part of the training camp tower.

      Which I bet is where the power generator is… The lieutenant smiled to himself.
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        >>BARAKAR CENTRAL NEWS: 12-hour News Feed (live)

        >>Network Connection established…

      

        

      
        >>BEGIN TRANSMISSION:

      

      

      “Good morning, folks! This is anchorman Rogers, broadcasting live from the sunny town of Randalph on both yours and my favorite planet, Barakar!

      “Some general updates to begin with: the Persean Meteor Shower knocked out one of our comms satellites in the night, but I am told that we already have repair drones working on it.

      “The Throne Weather Service has advised us that we can continue our unbroken run of forty-five days of glorious twenty-nine-degree heatwave!

      “And now onto the major news story…”

      
        
        >>INSERT HOLO/Lucitania.exe.

      

      

      “Unsatisfied with the ongoing talks with the Ilythian diplomatic team, the Eternal Empress—long may she reign—has issued a direct appeal to the Ilythian Council, demanding an explanation.

      “As tension mounts along the Centauri Arm, we can confirm that three battlegroups have been sent to police the borders in the face of this apparent unprovoked aggression by the elves—sorry, the Ilythians.

      “This is on top of the complete Throne-Ilythian Trade Embargo that was put in place, as well as the priority-one travel restrictions between elf space and our own.

      “TNN, the Throne News Network, has continued to state that there is no reason for throne citizens to be alarmed, but that we should all remain vigilant.

      “A series of reprisal attacks have already been documented throughout the Reach of the Throne, with Ilythian travelers being beaten, and in two cases killed… Perhaps they are getting the message that they are not welcome here anymore, eh, folks?

      “As ever, stay tuned and stay awake. This is Rogers for the Barakar Central News, signing out!”

      
        
        >>END BROADCAST.
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      “Are you sure that is strictly necessary?” said a woman’s voice in the dark. The noise woke up of the only occupant of the room: the pale-skinned, slender-limbed form of Dchllyiealoparisaan, or Dalia.

      Dalia was an Ilythian, obvious from her swept-back ears and her almost white hair. Many humans regarded the Ilythians as beautiful, fey creatures despite their fierce reputation.

      Unfortunately for Dalia, however, being an Ilythian right now meant that she was also an enemy.

      Remember what the Patra taught you, she advised herself, remembering her long winters in the monastery where all the would-be Ilythian agents, spies, and agent-provocateurs were sent. She didn’t open her eyes, and she allowed her breathing to continue the steady rhythm of sleep. Very slowly, she even slowed her heartrate down gradually.

      “Are you questioning the wisdom of the throne?” asked a new voice. A man’s voice, but it wasn’t precisely human, was it? The Ilythian’s highly-developed ears were able to register the difference between biological and hologram. There was a human woman, with a voice that sounded as though she had to be nearing her middle ages, talking to a holo of a man.

      “I am questioning the wisdom of creating a martyr,” the woman said steadily. She wasn’t fazed by her superior, apparently.

      Dalia heard the speaker move on metal-shod feet a little further around the room, and, very slowly, the Ilythian opened her eyes just a crack, letting her vision stay obscured by her eyelashes.

      She was in a dark, round room, lying curled on a metal cot in the center of a raised dais. She could see a vague heat shimmer around the edge of the dais and could detect the subtlest scent of ozone.

      An energy field. She was surrounded by some sort of containment unit.

      “Martyrs are revered for their sacrifice and their heroism. This one was an assassin, a terrorist, and a spy,” the man’s voice argued. Now, Dalia could see the paler, flickering form of a blonde human dressed in black. She had seen his shape before, but where?

      On Hecta 3, Dalia suddenly recalled. She had been kidnapped along with the human Anders Corsigon and transported to the world of the barbaric Challenge, and they had both been expected to die.

      Because I was getting too close to who murdered those clones. Dalia’s heartrate increased as anger threatened to undo her. This was just like humanity. They are so devious, she fumed.

      “I don’t doubt that she was a spy, Commander-General,” the woman said, “but I have yet to see evidence of a terrorist or an assassin.” Now Dalia could see her. She was one of the darker-skinned humans, with a head shaved up to where braids of dark hair were tightly bound in a scalp lock atop her head. The woman was small even for human norms, and she wore a lighter version of the metal plate armor that the Marines of the Golden Throne wore.

      And she, too, is a commander. Dalia recognized the human insignia. A powerful woman. Just not as powerful as the holo she was talking to.

      “And in times of war, the penalty for espionage is not death but internment,” the woman said a little reproachfully

      “Then perhaps it is time to show you what the Throne Intelligence Services have about the Lucitania, Commander Nguo,” her boss said angrily.

      Dalia had gleaned the news during her capture on Hecta 3. A human cruise-liner called the Lucitania—stationed around Hecta 3 to watch the final throes of the Challenge below—had been attacked by an Ilythian ship. But I don’t believe a word of it. Dalia’s fist clenched against her side. Her rage was making it harder and harder to feign sleep.

      In front of her, a new flickering holo appeared beside that of the angry man. It showed a throne human male, seated in an ochre and brown suit. He looked to be in his fourth decade perhaps, with pepper and black hair and a fuzz of stubble. From the motley collection of service clothes with light armor patches, Dalia thought that he had a look of a trader or warrior.

      “Is this the Ilythian that you saw?” a steady, unemotional voice asked off-camera. Dalia saw by the side of the man a small replica image of herself appear in three-dimensions, rotating first one way and then another.

      “Yeah, that would be her.” The man scratched his chin. “She was with another one. A male, I think. I met them on Hectamon Bridge Services, where they hired me and my ship for a short ride,” the man lied.

      Dalia felt her heart start to pulse faster. She had never seen this man before in her life!

      “And where did you go, Captain Johanas?” the unemotional, off-camera voice asked.

      “She had the coordinates. Paid well. Over three thousand throne credits, with a promise of three thousand more. That’s more than I make in a month!” the man said, then frowned deeply. “I didn’t know what it was about, and I didn’t ask.”

      “Just the facts please, Captain Johanas. Where did the two Ilythians take you, and what did you see?” the voice asked.

      “We flew to just a couple light years out of the Hecta System, and when we arrived, there was already another Ilythian ship there. That spooked me out, as I’ve never had much in the way of dealings with ‘em before,” the captain said. “It was funny looking, like a star—"

      “Like this one, Captain Johanas?” the voice asked, and Dalia’s replica image was replaced by an Ilythian Star-ship—presumably the same one that had achieved FTL just as it had impacted the side of the Lucitania. It looked like a sort of sea-creature—a whorled pyramid made of five long, flaring ridges like bones.

      “Yup, that’s the one. The elves—can I call them that?—anyway, they made me dock with the weird-ass thing, and both went on board, but only she came back, saying that I’d done everything that I had to do.”

      “Do you know what happened to the male Ilythian?” the unemotional voice asked.

      “Nah. She wouldn’t tell me, would she? But I guess she left him on board that other ship, just sitting out there. After that, she told me to make for the Challenge Hub, and that was where she paid up and left.”

      The second holo winked out, leaving just the holo of the angry, incorporeal Commander-General Cread and Commander Nguo standing there. “Now, do you see what we are dealing with, Commander?” the man asked. “We have evidence that this Ilythian you are holding was a part of a two-man team. They rendezvoused with an Ilythian Star-ship—the exact same type of ship that destroyed the Lucitania—leaving her colleague to complete the mission before she inserted herself into the Challenge to create the perfect alibi!”

      Commander Nguo hissed through her teeth. It was a sound of rage, and she wasn’t the only person who was incensed in the room. Dalia’s teeth ground together.

      “Lies!” she hissed, slowly pushing herself up from her seat.

      “The captive is waking up. Perhaps we can start the interrogation now, Commander-General?” The small woman turned to regard Dalia heavily.

      “No! You have your orders, Commander Nguo. You are to hold the enemy combatant until the throne authorizes her execution, and then perform it. That is all you have to do.” The man paused. “I do not have to remind you that the throne does not appreciate any interference in her process. Our glorious Eternal Empress will doubtless want a public spectacle of the Ilythian’s death.”

      “Of course, Commander-General.” Dalia watched as this Commander Nguo bobbed her head, and the holo winked out.

      This left the two women alone in the darkened room, with only the haze of Nguo’s blue suit lights to illuminate the space. For a moment, Dalia watched her captor without moving. She could see no widened pupil responses from her. No apparent fear or trepidation. If anything, Dalia could only see the same measured appraisal from her as she herself gave.

      And yet, this is the human who is going to be the one to kill me, Dalia thought. She didn’t know how she felt about that. It wasn’t hatred, or fear. It was a kind of frustration.

      The human woman made a disgusted noise, turning on her heel and heading for the door.

      “I am not responsible for any assassination. I have never met any Captain Johanas, nor do I have a partner. The Ilythian Council was not involved in any attack on your vessel,” Dalia said hotly as Nguo paused at the door and looked back over her shoulder.

      “I am not authorized to question you, Ilythian. I suggest you save your final words for the throne itself,” Nguo said.

      “Then perhaps you can listen,” Dalia insisted. She half-expected the human commander to walk out anyway, but she didn’t.

      Good, Dalia thought.

      “Ilythia is ruled by a Council of Elders. All of whom are passionately dedicated to the codes that my people live by,” Dalia explained. “One of those codes is the preservation of life, and the transmission of our Ka, or what you might call a soul.”

      The human commander still made no attempt to leave the room.

      “Upon death, it is believed that our Ka is returned to the life-stream of Ilythia—all of its animals and Ilythians and plants. While it is sometimes unavoidable, it is unwise for an Ilythian to participate in a violent or shameful death. That only pollutes the Ka and creates trauma in the life-stream.

      “Suicide is forbidden. And a murder-suicide, as you believe my fictitious partner did, would mean cursing their Ka forever to the most extreme degree,” Dalia said. The very thought of it to her was anathema.

      It wasn’t that Dalia wasn’t prepared to die in combat or be killed following her duty, but most Ilythians didn’t feel the same way. That was why very few Ilythians did what she did, to take up arms. The psychic cost of violence was too great, and she was running the risk of forever cutting herself off from rejoining the life-stream of her planet, her people, and their future.

      How could she explain to this woman that it was inconceivable that the Council of Elders had decided to start a war, or that a murder-suicide would ever be deemed acceptable?

      “We humans have a phrase…” Commander Nguo looked coldly at her. “All is fair in love and war.” The human woman slapped the door mechanism and marched out of the room. The door hissed shut behind her.

      Dalia was left pondering that phrase. Was that really what all humans believed? That any action was allowed in love and war?

      Just what are these beings capable of? Dalia thought with a shiver of horror.
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            The Commander’s Atrium

          

        

      

    

    
      “Policeman,” sneered the wide-eyed, dark-haired man in front of Anders. He was just walking back from the food distribution counter with his plastic tray filled with dishes of unidentifiable gunk. The canteen had been noisy as it usually was, but now it had fallen into an expectant silence.

      The man’s name was Carl H’Lodine, and beside him stood two more trainee Marines who had apparently decided to join in this morning’s fun. None of them were the largest men here in the basic officer training program that Anders had been drafted into.

      But it appeared that these three were the ones who hated Anders the most.

      Carl was the sort of man with high cheekbones and good skin, while his fellows were of the smaller and stouter sort. Anders rather imagined that Carl must have come from a well-to-do imperial family.

      “Lodine.” Anders inclined his head a fraction. He didn’t want any trouble. He just wanted to get out of there. Get to the ansible, send that message, and find out where Dalia and Patch are.

      “I watched the Challenge,” Carl spat the words.

      What do you want, a medal? Anders would have said if they had met in different circumstances. But he didn’t. Keep your head down. Find a way off-world.

      “Wonderful,” Anders said, starting to walk around his fellow trainee.

      “Hold up.” The hand of the second groupie thumped not-so-lightly into Anders’s chest, halting him. “My friend is talking to you.”

      Anders looked down at the hand, and then up into the small-eyed face of the trainee at the end of it. But he said nothing.

      “I said I saw the Challenge,” Lodine continued. “The sergeants put it on in the rec room for us. We all saw how chummy you were with that Ilythian traitor!” Carl spat, to a chorus of ‘yeah’ from his two accomplices.

      Anders inwardly sighed. He had wondered when this was going to happen.

      Carl was of course talking about Dalia. Since the Ilythian terrorist attack on the Lucitania, a complete embargo on all human-Ilythian relations had been declared, and all Ilythians currently in human space were now being rounded up and delivered to secure facilities.

      The throne was preparing for war.

      “So?” Anders said to the angered man.

      “Well, some of us have been thinking that we don’t think it’s right that someone who is so friendly with the Ilythians gets to become an officer in the Throne Marines,” Carl said hotly.

      “Elf-lover,” said the chest-thumping second.

      I’ve got no time for this idiocy, Anders thought. “Then I suggest you gentlemen take it up with the commander-general,” he said, then once again made to move around Lodine and the others.

      “I’ll take it up with you!” Carl said, slamming his hand up into Anders’s tray, making it flip out of his hand and spiral through the air as it clattered to the floor. Food went everywhere, but still Anders didn’t move.

      “You not going to fight me, policeman?” Carl taunted. He was younger than Anders, but they were of a similar size and build. Anders figured that he probably had something to prove to his friends.

      “What would be the point?” Anders asked with a voice that was growing tighter and tighter, and a jaw that was steadily clenching. It was getting really hard not to hit the man.

      “Then this is going to be easy,” Carl snarled, pulling his fist back to doubtless slam into Anders’s face.

      Drekk. Anders moved, sidestepping as the punch went whistling past his ear and bringing up his own fist under the man’s wild swing.

      “Urk!” Anders’s knuckles connected with the side of Carl’s neck. It wasn’t a strong enough blow to crush his larynx, but Anders knew it would hurt like hell.

      Carl coughed and gasped as he staggered back, tripping over the nearest table and falling to the floor.

      “Stay down!” Anders shouted, using his MPB voice—the one that could quell barfights and strike fear into the hearts of crowds.

      It was at that moment that chest-thumper slammed into him in a broad tackle, and Anders was thrown to the floor. He managed to get his knee up between the second guy’s chest and his own, but not before a fist smacked him solidly around the cheek, making him see stars.

      Something else connected with Anders’s side, and he guessed it must be the boot of the third groupie. It hurt, but Anders was indeed a military policeman. Brawling was one of the many things he had quite a bit of experience in.

      He pushed out with his knee, overbalancing the guy attempting to turn his face into porridge and dumping him between kicking-guy and himself. He then rolled across the floor, instinctively seizing the nearest thing, which happened to be his own downed food tray.

      Anders slammed the tray into kicking-guy’s head. There was a deliciously sharp ‘crack’ as Anders heard the man’s nose fracture. He swung back, intending to break the nose of thumping-guy next, but he was already crabbing away from the insane policeman wielding nothing but a tray. Having two of your friends dropped around you could really put a dent in your confidence.

      “And if any of the rest of you still want to mess with me, I swear to god I’ll—” Anders bellowed.

      “Officer Corsigon!” an electronic voice suddenly blared from the ceiling.

      Oh, what the… Anders looked up to see that a large white spherical unit was detaching itself from the ceiling. It had a myriad of small sensors and surveillance cameras.

      “Oh, come on!” Anders said, seconds before the military surveillance drone tasered him, and he fell to the canteen ground, twitching and gasping.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, I see that you are awake at last, Lieutenant,” said a woman’s voice.

      “Commander.” Anders groggily opened one eye. It was bright up there in the commander’s atrium. It was always bright, as Commander Nguo’s private sanctuary at the top of the training camp tower was walled with crystal-glass that was automatically controlled to adjust to light and temperature fluctuations. Even as Anders started to recover movement in his limbs, he could see washes of orange and yellow playing through the crystal matrix like liquid.

      “You are making a habit out of this. How many times has it been this month? Three?” Nguo said as she moved around the inner ledge, gesturing to a small white drone to water this or that of her plants. Nguo wasn’t a tall woman—a full head shorter than Anders—but she was nonetheless impressive. She had dark skin and hair that was shaved from her neck to almost the top of her head, with the rest of her black hair tightly bound into braids.

      The commander had a quiet sort of authority that Anders remembered from but a few officers in his previous military training. She also appeared to be a horticulturalist, a fact that Anders found strange in a woman who had clearly devoted her life to the Marines.

      Nguo saw him looking at the drones and the collection of vines and plants that filled the outer edge of her atrium. “Seeing as our little chats are becoming regular,” she said, “and you spend half your time either ignoring me or staring at the plants, I must take it that I am somewhat of an oddity to you.” The woman sighed. “I came from a garden world originally. Hortensia, to be precise.”

      Ah, that makes sense, Anders thought. The garden worlds were a collection of unique habitable planets renowned for their diversity of life. The humans who had settled there had formed a miniature culture all their own, devoted to the genetic exploration of plant capabilities. The garden worlders were known as diplomats and peacemakers, not military commanders, though.

      And they were also known to be friends of the Ilythians.

      “Plants and people are not so different, Lieutenant.” Commander Nguo gestured for the drone to continue as she settled into the chair behind the desk. “They must be appropriately fed and watered, and given the opportunity to thrive,” she explained. “A series of unfortunate conditions—be it cold or drought or heat—will permanently stunt their growth.” She looked at him sharply.

      She was talking about Sibbi and Cassandra, of course. Anders had to resist the urge to scowl at her. Cassandra had been his wife, and Sibbi his daughter. Both were dead, killed by a serial killer during his early years with the MPB.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” Anders said forcibly, letting her know that some topics were not up for discussion. At all. Of any kind.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Commander Nguo surprised him by saying.

      “I beg your pardon?” Anders said, and when Nguo raised an eyebrow, he added, “Commander.”

      “I have been taking a look at your file.” She flicked a hand over the desk, and a neon blue hologram appeared with his face square and center, lines of scrolling text flowing around it.

      “I see that you have already completed your Throne Marine training.” Nguo sighed a little when Anders wouldn’t talk. She had been right—his silence was becoming customary. “After which you transferred from the Marines to the Military Police Bureau, and a terrestrial job on Hectamon 7…” She scrolled down through the holo quickly. “Where you had almost nine very successful years on the streets of New Gate City.”

      Anders nodded. His first career had been as a Throne Marine, but things had changed when he met Cassandra. It was still painful to think about that. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my relationship with Cassie in long-distance holo-vids.

      Or coming home in powder form, he thought.

      “No, Commander, I don’t think you understand,” Anders tried to explain. “I am after a murderer. Someone who has links to some powerful people in the heart of the empire. Someone who sent me here to keep me off their trail.”

      “Joined the Junior Military Academy at sixteen,” Nguo ignored him, reading out from the holo instead. “Completed with a good pass. Applied and joined Basic Marine Training at eighteen, graduated with flying colors at twenty-one, and served four years as a part of the Throne Border Patrol.” She looked up. “You have seen many places, Lieutenant,” she said lightly.

      Anders had never really thought much about it. Since the throne had been going through a long period of relative peace, most of his Marine deployments had been escorting transporter ships or flying around aimlessly at the distant outposts. The only fights they had gotten into had been with raiders and pirates, but none of those non-aligned, dissident groups had ever been much of a match for a Marine task force.

      “A lot of being bored, actually,” he said tersely. Why is this woman not hearing what I am trying to tell her!? “Commander, please, I need you to get a message to my superior officer, Captain Dustin Halam of Hectamon 7. I need you to tell him that I know the name of the killer, and that it has something to do with…”

      “So you have told me before,” Nguo interrupted loudly, talking over him. “You are a military policeman, on an important mission, and there is a conspiracy, that the entire system is corrupt.” She sighed loudly.

      Anders gritted his teeth as the commander continued to talk. He didn’t think that she would believe him if he told her about the spider-thing. “Usually when I hear things like this, I am looking at a dissident or a madman. Is that who I am speaking to?” Her gaze was uncompromising.

      She’s shrewd, Anders thought. If she deemed him to be a throne dissident, she had the authority to lock him in some iso-cell for the rest of his life. And if she thought him mad, she could order him sedated and shipped back to some secure unit on some middle-territory throne world for the rest of his life. And in both scenarios, he would become even easier prey for the Black Rose’s assassination attempts.

      His only hope was to convince her of the truth.

      “I believe that everything that I’m investigating and recent events are connected,” Anders took a leap. “My captain can verify that some very bizarre and important murders—including a Terevesin diplomat—were covered up in the days preceding the Challenge, and I have evidence to suggest that these victims were attempting to contact the Ilythians…”

      “The Ilythians?” Nguo said abruptly. “The enemy, don’t you mean?”

      Anders opened and closed his mouth. He had never seen the Ilythians as his enemy. If anything, the only one he had ever had a conversation with had saved his life, again and again. “If the Ilythians are responsible for starting a war then so be it, I will do my duty to the throne,” he said carefully. “But all I know is that there had to have been throne actors involved.”

      Nguo was silent as she glared at him. Anders took it as a sign to continue.

      “What if I really have uncovered a conspiracy?” Anders asked. “What if there are traitors in the heart of the throne? What if they are working for Ilythian aggressors? Isn’t that worth investigating, Commander?”

      Commander Nguo was silent for a long moment, but then she nodded. “It is. Just not by you, Lieutenant Corsigon.”

      “But, Commander—” Anders began to say.

      “Enough, Lieutenant!” Nguo collapsed his file with a slap of her hand on the desk and leaned back in her chair. “Lieutenant Corsigon. The MPB is still a branch of military throne defense. Which means that my rank still outranks you and your Captain Dustin Halam,” she said coldly. “I have spent enough time listening to your theories, and now you will listen to your superior officer. Do you understand me, Lieutenant?”

      Nguo spoke the words with such force that Anders had no choice but to say, “Sir. Yes, sir!”

      The commander raised her head and looked out of the crystal-glass windows to the forest beyond and the spires of the town of Randalph beyond that.

      “I am in something of a dilemma here. It is clear that you do not wish to be here, and it is clear that you are already an accomplished military man,” she said matter-of-factly.

      If he was supposed to thank her for saying that, he didn’t.

      “But it is clear to everyone that the throne has to retaliate for the act of Ilythian aggression…” Nguo’s tone dropped. She sounded troubled. “In such times, a man with your training can be called back into active service and expected to serve the throne.”

      Expected. Anders’s jaw clenched a little tighter. “I’m more useful as a police officer,” he said.

      “Maybe you’re right.” Commander Nguo made a non-committal noise in the back of her throat. “But the plain facts of the matter are that you do not have a choice. You have been given to me, and I intend to return you to the fold of the Throne Marines.”

      Good luck with that, Anders thought.

      “However, Lieutenant Corsigon... Call it my Hortensia upbringing, but I have always believed that if you offer a trainee respect and opportunity, then they will not fail you,” Nguo said.

      “To that end, I see no reason for you to go through the next two months of basic training that you have already done. Instead, I will be forwarding you directly to the Marine Corps aptitude test. When you pass, you will be reinstated into the Marines properly and you will be sent to your first commission. How does that sound?” Nguo looked at him steadily.

      “I still don’t belong in the Throne Marines, sir,” Anders growled. Inwardly, he was screaming. This is terrible! If I get shipped out now to some hellish frontline, I will never have an opportunity to find out what happened to Dalia and Patch. Or find this Black Rose killer.

      I could just flunk the test though, couldn’t I? That would buy him time here. Time it would take for him to sort this mess out and get reassigned back to the MPB…

      “And if you fail with anything under fifty percent, I will be forced to consider it an act of willful sabotage, given your experience.” Nguo smiled. “And then I will assign you to trench-digging on some faraway Red Judge desert world for the next eternity. You got that?”

      “You wouldn’t do that,” Ander said, before adding, “sir.”

      “Wouldn’t I?” All humor left Nguo’s face. “These are dark times, Lieutenant Corsigon. The drums of war are beating. I cannot afford to be carrying deadweight around here, and the only way that I can see of getting you onboard with the program is to ship you out as soon as humanly possible.” The commander of the training camp leaned forward. “I pray that it does not come to a war between us and the Ilythians, Lieutenant. I pray that you will indeed be returned to your police work on Hectamon 7, but I will not be the one who fails in her duty to the Eternal Empress. Luckily for me, the next round of aptitude tests begin tomorrow morning at oh-nine-hundred hours. Dismissed.”

      Crap, Anders thought as he stood up, saluted, and left the atrium.

      Things were moving a whole lot faster than expected. First the spider-thing this morning, and now this. He would have to put his plans into action tonight.
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            New Gate City, Hectamon 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Hecta

      

      Many thousands of lightyears away in the Perseus Arm, the seven-planet system of Hecta was still in a state of turmoil.

      Hecta 3, the site of the Challenge, was in a state of permanent lockdown as the damage done to it by the falling pieces of the Lucitania’s wreckage were still being recovered, one month after the fact.

      And on Hectamon 7, once the home of MPB officer Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, its principle city of New Gate was crawling with Throne Marines.

      And not just the ones in bronze suits, thought Captain Johanas wryly, but the ones with red-and-black shoulder pads. They were known as ‘Scales’ for that fact—and occupied some very gray role with the throne itself.

      But still, Johanas was a hero, wasn’t he? The man threw back a thin glass of bright blue alcho-synth. He scratched at his stubble and wondered if he should get a shave. And a new jacket, a proper captain’s jacket, with the fancy gold buckles and everything.

      The only problem was that Captain Johanas, the recent informant to the throne, wasn’t a hero yet. He had been given a ‘slap order,’ as they were known, upon leaving throne custody: an automated tracker on his node that would lock him out of any communication he had about his involvement with the Lucitania. Even mentioning the word ‘Ilythian’ would send an imperial drone straight to his location, or so he was told.

      Which is why they call it a slap order. It’s a total slap in the face, Johanas growled to himself.

      But still, when the news went public of his testimony, he would be sure to get a whole heap of credits, wasn’t he? There would be interviews, dinners, perhaps even adoring, patriotic fans who would want to—

      “Captain?” said a voice over his shoulder.

      “What?” Johanas looked up to see that, standing next to his stool at the synth bar, was a ravishingly beautiful redhead. She was tall and athletic, but every part of her appeared to be in good measure. She wore a lot of black, but that only added to her charm.

      “Uh, hey…” Johanas said awkwardly. For some reason, his usual line about her encounter suit looking better on the floor of his quarters stumbled in his mouth.

      It’s those shockingly green eyes, he thought. What did they call that color—cyan? They appeared to bore through him.

      “I need a ride. You got a boat?” asked the astonishing redhead.

      “Yeh. I mean, I do. That I do,” Captain Johanas was only too happy to agree.

      The captain was thanking his lucky stars as he followed the woman out of the synth-bar, and although he should have been the one leading her to Hectamon Bridge Services, it turned out that the astonishing redhead knew a quicker route.

      “Down here,” she said, indicating a narrow alleyway. Another wink.

      “I’m right behind you, pretty,” Captain Johanas chuckled.

      She waited until they were out of earshot of the passing foot traffic before Black Rose dropped her coy smirk and turned on her heel to face him. Her face was a porcelain mask.

      “Oh, right, uh…” Captain Johanas, still addled from his several drinks, stumbled to a halt in front of her. A very small part of his brain was trying to tell him something, but he ignored it. He was a hero of the empire, after all.

      “Captain Johanas, the throne thanks you for your service,” the she stated, one gloved hand reaching into her jacket pocket.

      Finally, the small part of the informant’s brain caught up with the rest of him. Oh. Women like her weren’t attracted to guys like him—not on Hectamon 7, or anywhere in this universe.

      “I didn’t tell anyone,” Johanas stammered quickly. “I didn’t mention the Lucitania, or the Ilythians…”

      “You have now, though,” the Black Rose murmured as she pulled something small that fit into the palm of her hand.

      “No! I never said anything. I did everything you asked me to. I said all the right words. I said that I took two Ilythians out to some ship of theirs—” he stammered. What did the throne want from him? He had willingly lied for them! He had falsified his ship logs for them.

      And he still hadn’t seen a penny for any of it yet…

      “You did say all of the right words, Captain Johanas.” The Black Rose extended her black-gloved palm. “But I am afraid that my superiors are worried about what wrong words you might say next.”

      She fired the device, and a small dart barely longer than her nail snapped through the air and buried itself, without a trace, into the man’s eye.

      Captain Johanas felt pain. He stumbled forward a step as the pain intensified. And then he felt nothing at all when his heart stopped beating.

      “It’s done. Requesting cleanup.” The Black Rose tapped one of the nodes on her lapel as she slid the launcher back out of sight and waited for her next mission.
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            Service Chute

          

        

      

    

    
      Barakar

      

      Anders waited until he could hear people snoring before he made his move. It was unfortunate that he had been billeted into a bunkroom along with a training squad of another twenty-five Marines, but he no longer had any options.

      And I’ve only managed to map out the first few floors of the training camp tower, he thought dismally as his bare feet touched the cold metal floor and he paused.

      It was dark, with only a dim orange-yellow light coming from over the door. He waited for a count of three before moving off as quietly as he dared.

      One of the other would-be Marines in their bunkbed snorted and turned over. Anders didn’t pause. That would only look suspicious. As it was, he was only wearing his flat gray under-mesh suit and hadn’t bothered to pull on his overalls or combat suit.

      Instead, he would appear to just be any other over-tired would-be officer looking for the bathroom in the middle of the night.

      The door to their bunkroom was silent as he padded out and down the short hallway that led to the main assembly point. On either side of him were the doors that led to the bathroom and shower cubicles, and it was into the same shower rooms in which he had been so recently attacked that he now padded.

      He knew there was a surveillance drone in the main assembly point. Any attempt to access it would be recorded. Luckily, privacy laws still existed in the twenty-seventh century, and no such drones existed in the shower rooms.

      The lieutenant found himself in the wide square room with a drain on the floor and three showerheads along one wall.

      None of which were Anders’s target. He slid the small cafeteria knife that he had secreted in his sleeve and got to work on the housing unit for the moisture extractor.

      “Come on, come on…” He’d already been working away at this particular unit since day 2 of his incarceration, and it was a simple job to slide the knife under the rubber seal. That came away with a dull pop, revealing the screws that he had left in place.

      “Who would have thought, in almost a thousand years of engineering, we’re still using screws.” Anders shook his head. It probably said something about efficient design. He wondered if the Mondrauks and Ilythians had also discovered screw fittings. Maybe it was universal across intelligent life.

      With a small clatter, they fell to the floor and revealed the round silver cylinder of the filter-extractor. It was held in place on two metal arms, again with screws. It proved easy to detach, but not to lift.

      “Ohmigod…” The MPB officer heaved at the large thing, grunting as he felt his arms and back strain. “Who made these things so heavy!?”

      Anders heaved again, managing to drag it from one of its metal arms.

      With a loud screech of metal, it slammed to the floor.

      “Agh!” It had caught his palm in the process, tearing the flesh. When he looked down, he saw bright beads of blood dancing along his hand and starting to run together.

      Oh great. A nice trail for them to follow, he thought as the first spatter hit the floor.

      Whatever. No time for that. He seized what was left of the housing and heaved until it too thumped to the floor. The boom was so loud that Anders felt the shock of it reverberate through his legs.

      They had to have heard that… His heart thumped. It felt like it was possible to wake up people on distant Hectamon 7 with that!

      But the square chute beyond was empty and inviting, so Anders crawled in.

      The only problem now was, he had no idea where he was going.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on!” Anders hissed as he looked down through the grill to see that below him was the second of the tower’s cafeterias. Why did so many tunnels apparently lead just to cafeterias!?

      “I must have taken a wrong turn,” he told himself as he crawled back along the chute tunnels, back to the crossroads. Why were there absolutely no markings in these things?

      Hsss. There was a soft sighing and a skittering sound, like metal on metal.

      What in the heck is that!? Anders thought, just before a red light winked into existence ahead of him, and he saw it lance through the dark and hit a spot on his chest. He flinched, expecting it to be a laser shot, but it didn’t hurt. It didn’t even burn.

      That’s not a munitions laser, but a positioning one, he realized. A lot of drones used them to sense where their nearest obstacles were.

      Or targets, Anders thought, when he suddenly saw what was coming for him.

      It looked like a metal millipede. It was about half the size of the chute and it clung to the metal on flicking rows of tiny metal legs. It had a singular red sensing node on the top of its head, and underneath a whirling circular mouth, frilled with a stiff ring of brushes, but whose inner maw was a crushing, grinding vice.

      It was a service drone, released into the wilds of the tunnels and left to clean and dismantle any debris or alien parasites that might try to take up residence in here.

      And that was what it thought Anders was.
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        * * *

      

      Drekk! Anders grabbed his stolen knife from his sleeve as the service drone ran closer along its complicated legs. But it was only a cutlery knife. It didn’t even have an edge.

      The thing got to two meters away as Anders hurriedly tried to back up. Then one meter away.

      It suddenly lunged forward, its mouth parts flaring wide to encompass as much of Anders’s face as it could get.

      “Stay back!” Anders jabbed at it with the cutlery knife.

      There was a crackle of smashing glass as the red light winked out, and the drone-millipede started to thrash. It was sightless, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous.

      “Ach!” Anders hissed as he felt its mouth gears scrape up his already grazed forearm as he pushed out with his other first, attempting to force it back down the tunnel.

      Anders’s actions had managed to activate some kind of ‘survive-eat-kill’ mode, and it rolled and thrashed harder.

      Now there were more red lights appearing at the far end of the tunnel. Other drones were alerted by this one’s struggle. What was he going to do if he’d tripped the tower’s security systems?

      Probably get captured and then shipped off to dig trenches for the Red Judges, he thought. That was, if he survived. And if he didn’t get torn apart and digested by the cleaning robots.

      Anders struck out again, but the dulled blade just scratched along the surface. Instead, he jammed it straight into the thing’s mouth, where the grinding gears bit and the thing paused as it started to crunch the metal.

      Hsss. The other millipedes were appearing over and around the thrashing body, raising their red beams to flash into Anders’s eyes.

      He scrambled backward, away from the oncoming horde—

      —which, disturbingly, started to eat their wounded fellow. They must see it as trash now that it’s wounded!

      It was all the impetus that Anders needed to get out of there. He kicked the wounded millipede-thing back into the line of its fellows as he took the first tunnel he could, and then the next random one. He no longer had any weapons.

      Which he might have thought was ironic, if he had the time to consider it—given that he was currently in a tower devoted to weapons training…

      Another turn, and Anders thought that the skittering noise had subsided to a low murmur behind him. Unfortunately, he had no idea where he was any more. Or where he was going.

      “I am so screwed,” he whispered to himself.

      And then, the left-hand tunnel lit up with a dull orange glow.

      “Now what?” It was one of the overhead service lights that had come on. As he watched, it winked off, and then flared on again, this time just a little bit brighter.

      Anders started to back up the way he had just crawled, knowing that he was heading back toward the drone-millipede things, and the light abruptly blinked three times, faster.

      “Unless I am going absolutely crazy, but that light almost seems to be trying to communicate—” Anders muttered, just as the light flared several more times.

      Three short. Three long. Three short.

      Hang on a minute… That was Morse Code, wasn’t it? In one of the bizarre holdovers from the Old Earth days, Morse Code was still taught in basic military training. Probably because it was so universally useful. At that particular moment, Anders had to agree. It was only collections of dots and lines, or long noises and short ones. That was it. It could be easily translated into many uses—from computer code to binary to whistling.

      The light did its series of nine flashes once again.

      “S.O.S.,” Anders breathed. Save Our Souls. The international signal for distress, first used by actual mariners at sea, but now could be used by anyone, anywhere.

      Someone knew that he was in here, and they were trying to get his attention.

      More than that, they were asking for his help.
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        * * *

      

      Three short. Three long. Three short. Anders followed the flashing service lights overhead through the complicated series of tunnels. Twice, he was taken to large vertical shafts that shot straight down, where he could see the repeating glow coming from the adjoining metal tunnels below. Anders had to press his hands and knees against the walls, and his back against the opposite wall to slide and scrape himself down. He didn’t want to plummet the few stories to the basement floor, after all.

      By the time he collapsed after the second vertical climb, he could see the smears of blood he had left on the walls, as well as feel the burning of his grazed back, hands, and knees.

      But this was going to be worth it. All he had to do was get out.

      Blink! The flashing orange service light ahead of him winked out, plunging him momentarily into darkness until his eyes adjusted. There was a different glow coming up through the nearest grill from the room below.

      It wasn’t a room that Anders recognized. It appeared to be some kind of equipment locker, with a metal fence extending across one entire side of the room and rows of similar wire-clad cabinets along the inner side. He saw hanging suits of armor and weapons.

      Whoever wanted his help, they apparently wanted him to be armed.

      Having no other tools apart from his bare fists and feet, Anders kicked and thumped at the grill until he managed to dislodge one edge, and then braced himself against the tunnel’s ceiling and pressed down to break the final seal.

      Suddenly, the vent gave, and he fell into the room below. “Sweet moons of Io!” he gasped, rubbing his bruised legs as he quickly went to work.

      It was indeed an equipment locker, and one that was clearly off-limits to the trainees. Hanging on the inside desk was a heavy set of magnet keys, which he used to start opening the cabinets and gleefully help himself to anything he wanted.

      “Some clothes would be a good start,” he muttered as he picked up an outer mesh suit, a dark blue and gray all-in-one. As soon as he had stepped into it and pulled it over his form, it started to cinch tighter and the various memory foam pads sculpted to his body.

      After that came a pair of metal-shod service boots. Not as good as his old MPB ones, but they would do. For the final layer, he chose the lightest battle harness, a utility belt that clipped and tightened in front of him, along with an X-harness lined with holders and clips. To finish it off, he added shoulder plates and a part breast-mantle made of interlocking auto-plate that matched his movements. It wouldn’t do much to stop a direct hit from any sort of blaster, but it would stop the general battering he was already taking from his environment.

      “Ah,” Anders sighed appreciatively when his hands moved across the first of the weapons lockers. There were heavy and medium blasters, as well as the long-distance laser rifles. As much as he wanted to pick them up, he decided against it. An AWOL Throne Marine was one thing, but an AWOL Marine who was loaded to the teeth with weaponry was just going to get shot.

      But what choice do I have? Someone’s trying to kill me! Anders hesitated for a moment. In any other circumstance, he would have taken this whole thing to his commanding officer. But he had tried that, and it had failed.

      And I can’t go to the MPB, because the Marines won’t let me contact them, Anders reminded himself. He remembered an age-old proverb from his early days as an MPB officer. Halam himself had taught him this one.

      ‘What does a good man do when he is surrounded by bad choices?’

      The very thought of going against the rule of the Golden Throne was insane. The throne always won. The throne was always right. Wasn’t it?

      “He does the best he can,” Anders remembered the final refrain. Instead of the medium or heavy blasters, he chose two compact service pistols for his thigh holsters. He should only need one, but it never hurt to have a backup.

      To round it off, Anders elected gauntlets and a range of smaller equipment—everything from wire-cord to some stimulant injectors. He didn’t know how far he was going to get, or what was going to happen after he had seized control of the Randalph ansible.

      I’ll tell Halam everything that’s happened. Including the assassination drone. Anders nodded to himself. Whatever happened after that, at least he would get the truth out there. At least one other person under the Reach of the Throne would know that he had been the victim of a cover-up.

      And then, I’ll continue with my investigation, Anders thought. Only this time it would be as an outlaw. He surprised himself with how okay he was with that. Not that he wanted to be a criminal of course, but he knew that the only way to prove this conspiracy would be to take it to the source. To find this Black Rose killer and make her talk. To find out why she had assassinated people on his planet—and who for.

      And find out what the Terevesins have to do with all of this, Anders thought. And why the Gene Seers tried to kill me.

      In many ways, Anders had a very simple mind. It was about good and bad. It was about justice—that you don’t get to go around killing people on his watch, not in front of him. Lieutenant Corsigon was just that kind of police officer. He was busy thinking these things and attaching his stolen equipment to his harness when he was disturbed by the sudden flash of green light over the door.

      Oh frack. Anders dropped to his knees under the counter as the external door behind the wire frame rolled upward. A swathe of blue light filled the space. Searchlights.

      “This was where the movement was coming from,” he heard a gruff voice say. Anders held his breath.
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      “I don’t see anything,” the second voice said from the door.

      Anders was wedged under the counter by the wire fence that separated the restricted access locker from the rest of the room. In his gauntleted hands, he had already slid out one of the laser blasters. He wondered if he was really going to open fire on fellow Marines.

      If I have to, he thought grimly.

      The blue light tracked along the walls, becoming fractalized as it swept across the cage. Anders breathed shallowly, holding himself as still as he could.

      And then he saw his undoing. He hadn’t closed the last locker door. It stood wide open, revealing the racks of heavy laser blasters and rifles inside. You idiot! He cursed himself.

      “Nope, it’s all clear…” said the younger voice as the light swept over the door—

      “Hey, wait a minute!” the deeper, gruffer voice said. “Go back. That shouldn’t be open…”

      Oh crap! Anders knew who would win if he was caught. A base stuffed full of training Marines versus him. He didn’t fancy his odds.

      “Here.” There was a mechanical click as the door to the wire fence swung open. The guards must have had some sort of master key, Anders thought. “Activate your sensor drone. Run a scan for DNA,” the deeper voice said.

      The corridor light behind them suddenly glared into life.

      “What the…” the younger Marine said. Anders heard them turn on their heels.

      Now or never. Anders rolled forward, his hand grabbing something from the lowest rack of the open cabinet, before spinning and throwing the object through the open door.

      “Contact!” He heard one of the Marines turn at the movement, but it was too late to do anything about the small black ball that Anders had thrown. It bounced off the larger Marine’s breastplate and exploded with an almighty whump and a blinding flash. It was a disorientation grenade, and the Marine staggered back as his helmet’s sensors screamed with noise.

      But as he did so, he was pulling the trigger, and bolts of orange laser fire were blowing holes through the wire fence and ceiling.

      Don’t shoot at the room full of grenades! Anders could have screamed, were he not already reaching for the next one from the rack above.

      “I got him!” Anders heard the younger Marine shout as he dove behind the counter again. There were three sharp reports as the metal wall he was hiding against reverberated with the sound of laser shot.

      The green light over the door flushed a warning orange and alarms sounded. Well, there goes my plan. Anders pulled the pin and rolled the next grenade through the open fence door.

      “Grenade!” he heard the younger man shout, seconds before it blew, spraying thick plumes of white smoke everywhere. Anders knew that the Marines’ suits would compensate, but the humans inside of them would still be disorientated for a few seconds.

      He moved quickly, sliding out from the counter and into the thick white smoke, unable to see anything. His throat instantly felt like it had been scraped raw.

      A black shape flared in the fog. Anders saw arms raised, and thin, blue suit lights. He grabbed the man’s elbow and hand and pulled violently. Even with his gauntlets on, he knew that he didn’t have the strength to overpower the man, but winning a fistfight was only partly to do with brute strength.

      It was also to do with knowing biology.

      The man screamed as Anders twisted his wrist and pulled the man’s shoulder backward. It was a fairly simple nerve lock, and one that he had used numerous times to be able to non-fatally incapacitate brawlers on the streets of New Gate City. The guard dropped his rifle and tried to turn, but Anders only pushed the elbow higher. There was another sob of pain.

      “One more move, and I’ll break your arm!” Anders hissed into the man’s ear as the fogs parted and the shadow of the other guard appeared.

      “Don’t move,” Anders shouted quickly, hauling the Marine he held between him and the man’s raised blaster.

      “Drop him. You know you can’t win this. There’s probably a dozen or more Marines heading here right now,” the gruff voice snarled as the Marine took a step forward.

      Anders cinched his guard’s arm a little higher, earning a squeak of pain. “Then I guess we’ll just have to see how much any of you care for this guy,” he snarled as he started to back away. His back thumped against the door frame, and he started to edge out into the corridor.

      “I said back up!” Anders shouted at the guard tracking his movements in front of him, his form wreathed in white fog. At the same time, Anders let go of the man’s arm and kicked him forward, back into the room and directly into the second guard.

      In one smooth movement, Anders hit the door controls with one hand as the two Marines stumbled against each other. They were scrambling to their feet and turning to the door just as Anders shot out the door controls with his laser pistol. He knew that it wouldn’t hold them for long, but it was the best he could do without killing anyone.

      The air was split with the sound of klaxons and the corridor was flashing with orange warning lights as Anders turned and ran.
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        * * *

      

      Three short. Three long. Three short.

      Anders followed the trail of emergency lights that signaled out of phase. Someone was definitely leading him deeper into the tower. Behind him, the klaxons blared, and he heard the distant sounds of shouting voices.

      “Level 2 clear! He’s moved on!”

      “Fan out! Room-by-room!”

      The corridor he was in ended in a flight of stairs and a narrow door that hummed open as he ran toward it.

      “Huh?” On the inside, there appeared to be nothing more than a store cupboard, with such mundane things as white-plastic maintenance drones securely fitted to their holders in the wall. Anders wondered just what his mysterious helper intended, seconds before he heard booted feet on the stairs below.

      Frack! He slid into the cupboard and the door rolled down with a click, just before the next contingent of Marines ran up the stairs past him.

      “Where is he?” he heard a woman’s voice snarl.

      “He must have veered off at the next junction,” another answered her, and they moved out. Anders waited for the sounds of their boots to fade, and then counted to ten before he left his silent cleaning companions and went down the stairs.

      “Whoever you are, I’m going to owe you a drink,” he muttered as he forced himself to take the stairs slowly, not wanting to make any noise whatsoever.

      Floor 00: Engines & Technical, the machine-plate read on the last floor.

      “The fence generators.” Anders grinned to himself. It was almost like his invisible ally knew every move he wanted to make.

      The stairs ended in a wide corridor with bulkhead doors on either side and a larger double-door at the far end. As he moved into the area, his laser pistol held up in front of him, he was surprised when a new voice emerged from the hidden intercoms.

      “All personnel, this is your commander speaking.” It was Nguo’s voice, filtered through the hiss of static. “We have an active incident across the training camp. All Marine trainees are expected to report to their assembly points immediately and await further instruction from your group supervisors. All serving Marines are to report for duty.”

      “Wonderful,” Anders groaned. How many personnel were there at the camp? A hundred or so trainees and twice that in serving Marines?

      “All Marines: one of our own—Lieutenant Anders Corsigon—is now considered to be an enemy of the throne. He is wanted for questioning and is to be captured alive. He is to be considered armed and extremely dangerous. All measures can be taken in defense of throne staff and citizens. Commander Nguo out.”

      Well, I suppose it’s a compliment to be considered dangerous, at least, Anders thought. The words of the commander still filled him with dread.

      An enemy of the throne. Nguo had finally gone and done it. By declaring him an enemy, Anders would now have a permanent tracker placed on his every movement, transaction, and communication. Somewhere, there would be an imperial server operating a constant scan of data for his whereabouts.

      In short, he was screwed.

      “And all for just doing my job,” he hissed in annoyance, just as the lights above the main bulkhead doors at the end flashed from a warning orange to a welcoming green.

      And hissed open.

      “At least I have a friend, somewhere in all of this mess…”

      He stepped through the doors.

      It was the central control of the entire camp, Anders realized immediately, as the bulkhead doors hissed shut behind him. It would have been a large room, were it not filled with banks of glittering server machines, their lights flickering as they processed all of the data needed to keep the camp running.

      Anders saw control panels where miniature screens displayed constant scrolling readouts next to dials and gauges that must be monitoring everything from camp communications to water pressure to the central heating systems.

      In the center of the room was a large, crouching edifice like a series of interconnected boxes held in an exo-skeleton of chrome girders. Each face of the box had a console terminal, but only one of them was active.

      Anders watched as the entire screen flashed green and flickered, its luminescence dimming and brightening. As flickering lights appeared to be his trail of breadcrumbs, he sidled cautiously toward it.

      
        
        Co-

        C-

        Connect.

      

      

      The screen stabilized for the briefest of moments to display one of the regular function commands, before dissolving into green static once more.

      “I guess you want me to…” Anders saw the line of small node interfaces along the edge of the screen—places where you could set your data-node for it to receive or transmit information—and with a twist of the blank one on his cuff, he set it on the nearest interface.

      
        
        Co-

        Connection Made.

        Transmitting Data…

      

      

      The screen glitched once more, and then resolved into a scrolling line of green ones and zeroes. The binary code flashed quicker than Anders’s eyes could follow before it resolved into a steady state.

      
        
        Data Received.

        Resuming Normal Functions…

      

      

      The crystal-glass on the head of his node pulsed a dull green, and the screen above it returned to the steady-state black. No more glitching, and even the lights above Anders returned to their normal brilliance.

      “Okay…” Anders plucked the node from the main terminal and, a little gingerly, affixed it to the top breast strap of his battle harness, where he felt a pull as it activated its magnet, and the slight hum as it connected with the rest of his lightweight suit.

      “You are a difficult man to contact, sir,” said a voice from his node. It was the smooth, cultured tones of none other than Moriarty, Anders’s personal MPB interface.

      “Moriarty! But…but I thought you were wiped!?” It felt good to hear a friendly voice once again. Even if it wasn’t even a biological one.

      “Apparently, whatever the Void engineer did to my subroutines has allowed me to separate my functions from the core MPB servers, sir,” Moriarty said. “As the Throne Marine security protocols elected to erase all traces of MPB server interaction with your node, it was not programmed to identify a feral program. I uploaded what was left to Barakar Central Control and have since been attempting to infiltrate their network, sir.”

      Which was why the lights were flickering every time he was in danger, Anders understood. The simulated intelligence sounded different. Not his usual self at all. If anything, there appeared to be more tone in the machine voice. Almost like it really was a personality now.

      “You mean what Patch did to you,” Anders said. He remembered the eerie stream of clicks, whistles, zeroes, and ones that the young man had somehow made emerge from his mouth back on Hecta 3. When Patch McGuire had realized that Anders—who had saved him from an enraged Mondrauk—had a node on him, Patch had offered to hack it to allow them access to the Challenge satellites.

      And at the time, I remember being furious with him, Anders thought. Now, he realized the scrawny, crazy Void kid had saved his life.

      “You mean that you’re an independent program?” Anders said.

      “Your deductions are legendary, sir,” confirmed Moriarty.

      It’s still self-righteous, though. Anders had to grin. “Ha. Well, you can help me deduce a way to get out of here,” Anders said.

      “Already have, sir. I have created and installed a chain-virus that will escalate to critical in T-minus fifteen seconds. It will bring down all of the camp’s power. Our adversaries will have to come down here to restart central control,” Moriarty explained.

      “Fifteen seconds!” Anders coughed.

      “Twelve now, sir. I suggest you access the crowbar in the emergency panel to your right with great haste.”

      Anders did, finding the panel marked with the yellow warning sign and pulling it open to see a large crowbar, a miniature fire extinguisher, and a small med-kit. He took everything, just as his ears popped and the lights went out.

      “I told you, sir.” Moriarty sounded smug.
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      “Forward three paces, sir,” Moriarty’s voice guided the lieutenant as the S.I. used the sensors built into Anders’s node. These too were functions that had been disabled when the node was wiped, but Moriarty had wasted no time in reprogramming and restarting his old home.

      “Down. Down again…there.” Moriarty said as Anders fumbled forward to feel the extractor grill ahead of him. “Once through there, I will guide you to the outlet pipe, where we can track through the training forest and to Randalph’s iso-cells, sir,” Moriarty said happily.

      With a clunk and a bang, Anders popped the grill and was crawling through a freezing cold tunnel that was barely bigger than he was.

      “Straight ahead, sir, then first left,” Moriarty said.

      Wait a minute… Anders’s brain caught up with what his old friend had just said.

      “I’m heading to the Randalph ansible to transmit a message to Captain Halam,” he told Moriarty. After which, I plan to steal a boat and lie low while I continue my hunt for the Black Rose. “Why on earth would I want to go to the Randalph iso-cells?”

      “Why, to rescue Dalia, of course,” Moriarty said matter-of-factly.

      What? Anders was so shocked by this revelation that he had no idea whether he had said that out loud our not. “Come again?”

      “Dchllyiealoparisaan of the Sixth Family, or Dalia as you insist on calling her, is currently being held in the Randalph secured iso-cell facility, awaiting execution,” Moriarty stated. “She was brought here to Barakar in the same Marine transporter as you were. I deduced that you would probably wish to rescue her.”

      “I do,” Anders blurted. “I mean… How do you know that?”

      "I have had thirty-six days with which to develop my integration with the training camp control mechanisms, which has several hard-line links to Randalph and the Barakar satellites,” Moriarty stated. “There have been several transmissions between Commander Nguo and one Commander-General Cread regarding the fate of Dalia. The Golden Throne believes that Dalia was responsible, in part, for the attack on the Lucitania.”

      “What? But that’s crazy!” Anders coughed.

      “They believe she had an accomplice, and together they were acting as a first strike against the throne,” Moriarty suggested.

      “Wait… No… What?” Anders shook his head. That couldn’t be true, could it? No. He refused to believe it.

      Moriarty continued, “Commander Nguo insists that Dalia will become a martyr for her people in the coming war, while Cread believes that it will be an important moment of first blood for the Golden Throne.”

      First Blood. Anders’s lips curled in revulsion. But he had spent a life learning the ways of violence, he knew that many people needed some spectacle, some act of victorious vengeance in order to feel vindicated. In order to feel strong and powerful enough to go to war.

      “What is more, sir, is that the evidence of Dalia’s involvement with the strike directly contradicts my own records of my time with you and her in the Gene Seer facility and during subsequent travel to the Challenge Hub,” Moriarty stated.

      “You can prove that?” Anders asked quickly.

      “All of my scans and logs have timestamps, sir,” Moriarty assured him.

      Then that means I am the only human with the evidence that the throne faked its case for a war, Anders thought.

      And that will make me not just the most wanted man on Barakar, but probably all of Golden Throne space.

      “How soon can we get to her?” He glowered in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The external grill of the outlet pipe popped open under the lieutenant’s boots, with the assistance of the crowbar, revealing a ditch that ran along one edge of the training camp with a trickle of silver water at the bottom, lit up by Barakar’s two small moons.

      And on the other side of the ditch was the perimeter fence.

      “Stay inside! Get the torches!” Anders froze as he heard shouting voices behind him, coming from the dark shape of the tower.

      The fence was tall—a good eight feet, at least—and topped with a roll of razor wire, but its small flashing lights were dark, at least. Still, Anders felt some trepidation as he clambered out of the pipe and up the far side of the bank to reach up to the wires.

      “You’re sure they haven’t got this on reserve power?” Anders hesitated.

      “Positive. I lived inside their central computers, remember,” Moriarty contested.

      “Okay, good.” Anders seized the nearest ‘rungs’ of the wire.

      “We just have to hope that they’re not going to restart central control any time soon…” Moriarty added as the lieutenant climbed.

      “Not helping, Moriarty,” Anders growled as he hauled himself up to the top and paused before the razor wire. If he had been wearing full battle armor, he wouldn’t have worried about it, but his light encounter suit would probably get ripped to shreds.

      Dammit. He very carefully grabbed two pieces of bare wire—the bits without the viciously sharp blades—and balanced his knees as high as he could. He would have to leap.

      “Full extension of one hundred and ninety-three pounds across a sixty-degree arc should clear it, sir,” Moriarty said helpfully.

      “I have no idea how to do that,” Anders drawled as he wobbled in place.

      “I apologize. I sometimes forget that you are not a computer,” Moriarty said.

      “Was that a joke, Moriarty?” Anders groaned, and then kicked out.

      “Ach!” He had caught the razor wire with his outer calf, eliciting a tear of pain that stretched down almost to his ankle as he tumbled through the air, to land with a thump on the scrubby grass of the far side.

      He was out. There was nothing but twenty yards of clear ground and then the welcoming shadows of the forest beyond.

      He was also bleeding.

      “Not serious, sir. Surface cut. No major arteries severed,” Moriarty informed him. Anders guessed that counted as good news, but then he heard the noise.

      The fence behind him was making a deep thrumming sound as the razor wire shook and jangled from his leap. It was like the deep whirr of wind, slowly getting lighter as it faded away.

      Don’t hear it… Don’t hear it…

      Anders looked back to the black shape of the tower to see where the distant blue lights of suits and torches were flashing across the ground. Almost as one, they rose toward his section of the vibrating fence.

      Frack! Anders ran.
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      Thap!

      Anders flinched as the bark of the nearest tree exploded, just a foot or so from his head. He dove across the dirt, veering right as he heard more muffled impacts on the trees behind him.

      They’re attempting to herd me, Anders knew. The Marines were concentrating their fire to his left, forcing him this way. But what could he do, run straight into oncoming laser fire?

      “The chances of them hitting you in dense vegetation is less than forty percent, sir,” Moriarty informed him as Anders vaulted a fallen, rotten trunk, hissing in pain when his torn calf throbbed in agony as he landed.

      “I still don’t like those numbers!” Anders shouted. A forty percent chance of getting shot was the same as 2 in 5, after all. And Anders had never been a gambling man.

      But if he could keep his lead, he might be able to swing back around to Moriarty’s heading. “Left on your eleven o’clock,” the simulated intelligence said. That was the most direct route to Randalph, and Anders spun himself around the trunk of a tree to veer off suddenly in that direction.

      Thap! Thap-thap-thap!

      The forest ahead of him flared with the brilliance of laser shot as the Throne Marines pounded the trees. Sparks flew from impacted wood as burning bark and branches were thrown across the undergrowth.

      “Drekk!” Anders skidded to a halt as a branch as wide as he was fell to the ground in front of him, burning.

      “Concentrated fire brings that up to fifty-three percent chance, sir,” Moriarty said helpfully.

      Fifty percent chance of getting a limb blown off? “Frack this.” Anders turned and ran back the way he had come. “Find another route, Moriarty!”

      “Initiating scan, sir—”

      No sooner had the Simulated Intelligence said that than something small shot out from the undergrowth across Anders’s path. He thought he saw the glint of metal. A drone? Anders jumped, clearing the bushes and landing with a combat roll, spinning around in a wide clearing. He couldn’t see what it had been that had fired at him. Maybe it hadn’t been a drone.

      “Directions,” the lieutenant called.

      “Two o’clock, sir,” Moriarty said, and Anders leapt to his feet.

      There was the unmistakable whoosh as something small and silver split the air in front of him, and this time, it was trailing something like a silver line.

      “A trap-drone!” Anders snarled, diving under the snapping silver wire that flashed over his head. He’d faced these before, during his first Throne Marine training course. They were usually reserved for the aptitude tests, but he figured that Commander Nguo must have pulled out all the stops to capture him this time.

      The trap-drones were little more than super-fast drone rockets, but with electrified ‘whips’ of wire behind them. When they hit you, Anders remembered how the wire would curl around the body part just as a paralyzing shock was delivered. The effect lasted only a few seconds, but it didn’t take long to bring you to your knees.

      Anders rolled across the forest floor, bouncing back up quickly.

      “On your six, sir!” Moriarty called. The drone had turned and was coming straight at him from behind.

      Anders saw his escape—a branch that stretched across his path. He leaped for it, his gauntleted hands seizing the wood as he swung himself forward, bringing his legs up.

      The drone shot straight past him, with its silver wire snapping behind it like a cat’s tail.

      With a heavy—and painful—thud, he let go and landed on the ground just as the trap-drone wheeled in front of him and came roaring back.

      I can’t outrun it, Anders knew. It would only tire him out.

      Anders moved, his hand flicking the laser pistol from his holster as the trap-drone screamed closer and closer. It looked to be aiming directly for his face!

      Anders pulled the trigger.

      He was rewarded by a wash of heat and burning electrical parts as he shot the trap-drone from the sky.

      “Good shooting, sir,” Moriarty said. “Now, if you would like to proceed with some haste…” Behind him, Anders heard people crashing through the undergrowth. This was what they had been apparently driving him to—a capture unit of the Barakar Marines.

      Anders punched the bark of the nearest tree, and then broke into a run.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re nearing Randalph outskirts, sir,” Moriarty informed him as he ran. He could see, up ahead, the first twinkling of light through the distant tree line. But it was still a ways off. His legs were starting to ache, and the calf that had been wounded felt oddly rubbery and weak.

      Anders wondered how much blood he had lost.

      And still, there was the sound of the approaching capture unit coming for him. And they were gaining.

      “Up ahead!”

      “I got him!”

      Anders could see the shafts of blue light cut across the nearby forest from his pursuers’ suits. They couldn’t be far behind him.

      “Watch out, sir!” Moriarty said. Anders saw a deep ditch running straight across his path. It was dark, and its sides were lined with metal. Perfect for falling and breaking a few bones.

      He jumped at the last moment, vaulting over the ditch and landing with a heavy roll on the far side, where there was an area of cleared forest ground.

      He heard the grunt as the first Marine threw himself over the ditch.

      But Anders had already turned and was striking out with an elbow.

      It connected solidly with the man’s upper chest, just under the cowl of his battle suit. The shock reverberated through Anders’ arm, but the Marine’s momentum was enough to triple the impact. He slammed into the ground as another shape was already leaping across the ditch on Anders’ other side.

      The lieutenant probably had better training as a brawler from his time in the MPB than any of the Throne Marines. A Marine’s first weapon was his rifle, whereas an MPB officer’s was his body. Anders didn’t waste any time in spinning and stamping down on the Marine.

      He heard a crack as his boot connected with an outstretched arm, and another kick to the man’s side just to keep him disorientated.

      The third capture Marine had landed and was bouncing up to his feet as Anders turned, his rifle rising in front of him, pointing straight toward the fugitive Marine.

      Drekk! Anders slapped the rifle down with the palm of one hand, grabbing the barrel. He felt it heat up as a bolt of laser fire discharged itself into the ground beside his feet.

      Anders pulled on the rifle, dragging the Marine forward and straight into his oncoming fist.

      The man was wearing his helmet, though, and even though Anders’s gauntlet busted one of the Marine’s suit lights, all it did was jostle this Marine back. The man let go of the rifle—a wise move, because now his hands were free, while one of Anders’ arms was busy.

      The first punch connected with Anders’s side, but his battle harness absorbed much of the impact.

      “Forward, sir!” Moriarty hissed at him, analyzing the situation in nanoseconds.

      Anders stepped forward, closing the distance between them and throwing an arm under the man’s upraised arm, forcing it up so that he couldn’t strike him.

      “Oof!” That still left the other man’s fist, though, hitting the other side of his ribcage.

      Anders couldn’t hope to overpower a man in a full battle suit, but he could use the man’s own weight against him.

      He twisted on his hip, hooking his wounded leg behind the man’s legs, and pushed. The capture Marine went down with a thump, and Anders was reversing his grip on the man’s seized rifle and thumping it against his faceplate.

      “Stay down,” Anders panted.

      “Screw you.” The Marine twisted and swept with his legs, sending Anders sprawling. He was apparently dealing with someone who really believed in what they were doing.

      The former MPB officer turned, rolling over onto his back as he brought up the rifle.

      The capture Marine was already getting up, reaching for the service pistol at his side.

      “Don’t!” Anders shouted. He didn’t want to shoot him. Not at another Throne Marine who was only doing his job.

      But the final capture Marine wasn’t stopping. He snapped the pistol from its holster—

      Anders fired and the man went down with a heavy thump, cursing and screaming at the burning hole in his leg. Wasting no time, Anders jumped up and kicked the man’s pistol from his hand, before kicking it again into the ditch as he kept the three wounded Marines around him under the sweep of the rifle.

      “I haven’t killed any of you, and I could have. Remember that!” Anders said as he started to back away into the forest. He didn’t doubt that as soon as he was out of view, they would radio in their coordinates to the other parties, but Anders didn’t have time.

      “A hundred yards to the forest edge, sir. On your one o’clock,” Moriarty said, and Anders followed his advice.
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            Transmission: Barakar Gold Channel

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        >>BARAKAR GOLD CHANNEL: Priority-One Broadcast.

        >>Broadcast All Networks...

        >>Network Connections Established…

        >>NETWORK FEEDS: Barakar Central News, Barakar Daily, Randalph Local Hub, Shield & Armor Podcast.

      

        

      
        >>BEGIN TRANSMISSION:

      

      

      “Greetings, citizens, service workers, Marines, and visitors to Barakar.

      “My name is Commander Nguo of the Throne Marine Training Camp. Many of you will already know of me. To those who don’t, I apologize for this disruption of your regular activities.

      “As the senior gold commander for this planet, empowered by the Eternal Empress herself, I am hereby issuing a section 34b transport embargo order, as well as a section 7c no movement order. Please refer to your nodes for further guidance.

      “All transport off world is hereby halted until this order is lifted.

      “All citizens are ordered to remain in their current locations until this order is lifted. All Throne Marines are to report for duty.

      “Do not be alarmed, but there is an active incident on our planet, and we are in the process of hunting down a dangerous throne dissident.

      
        
        >>INSERT HOLO/Anders V’Mhol’Corsigon (Lt).exe

      

      

      “If you see or are contacted by this man, activate your emergency node channels immediately. He is not to be approached. Any attempt to aid him will result in your immediate registration as a throne dissident.

      “Remain calm. Remain vigilant. Commander Nguo out.”

      
        
        >>END BROADCAST.
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            The Landing Platform

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, I guess that means they got the power back on,” Anders growled as Moriarty transmitted Commander Nguo’s message. She had used her clearance to override all public and local news broadcasts on Barakar, meaning that anyone who was awake could have heard it and would have the notification of its arrival in their node.

      “Just wonderful…” Anders sighed as he peered around the scrubby foliage that separated him from his target.

      The forest ended on a rise of ground that sloped to the edge of Randalph. It wasn’t a large town, and it was mostly given over to a large ‘T’ of wide roads, at the head of which was the spaceport.

      Lining the avenues were different buildings, clusters of glass-walled domes, and spires next to more functionalist and austere towers and hubs. The grounds of the buildings were dotted with trees and vegetation, and even from this height, Anders could see the reflected sparkle of drones moving back and forth from building to building.

      No shuttles though, or foot traffic, Anders saw. The commander’s order was clearly being observed strictly. What else did he expect from a Marine town?

      The spaceport was the largest and most alluring spectacle, however. There sat two of the large mushroom-like platforms on either side of the wide area—one taller and wider than the other. Each had flat heads, or landing platforms, and each was over a hundred meters in diameter. Their lights still flashed up and down the column of steel and glass, even though there were no shuttles or transporters to guide in.

      Anders could see the bulky forms of two transporters—vast rectangles of metal with swollen bellies, attached to six rocketry arms on their topmost sides. These giant things acted as couriers and carriers for the smaller vessels, as well as equipment, food, and almost anything that a colony world might need. They sat atop one of the mushroom platforms, and Anders once again got that sense whenever he saw them landed on that they were sure to topple over. They never did, though.

      It was dawn, and the small, fierce sun of Barakar had already crested the highlands on the horizon, but the sky hadn’t completely given over to day.

      Good, Anders thought. He needed every advantage he could get, be it a stolen Marine rifle or the shadows of night. Above him, he could make out the blinking lights of Barakar’s low-orbit drone-satellites ceaselessly moving across the sky as they circumnavigated the planet.

      “One o’clock, Main Platform 1, lower righthand side,” Moriarty stated. Anders looked, but he couldn’t see anything about the largest of Randalph’s docking platforms.

      “It doesn’t look like a secure militarized location.” Anders frowned.

      “The training camp computer has several uplinks to Randalph’s main servers,” Moriarty informed him. “And I can assure you that below that point is where the iso-cells are located.”

      Probably so they wouldn’t have to worry about prisoner transport, Anders thought. This way, if they received or arrested people here at Randalph, they could just leave them right under the platform, ready to ship out to some nightmarish prison planet whenever they wanted.

      “Okay, how do I get in?” Anders said.

      “You don’t. But Senior Warden Michael F’Lahalle does,” Moriarty stated.

      “Who in the crap is Senior Warden Michael F’Lahelle?” Anders asked.

      “The man whose duties exclude him from a section 7c no movement order, and who will be performing his perimeter patrol by the time you arrive at the spaceport, sir,” Moriarty stated.

      “And I presume this Senior Warden F’Lahelle has a node that will get us into the spaceport?” Anders said.

      “And which will also unlock Dalia’s iso-cell, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      “Moriarty, did I ever tell you that you were a genius?” Anders said.

      “Negative. But I have always taken it as an unstated fact, sir,” the intelligence said happily.
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        * * *

      

      It was a bad day for Senior Warden Michael F’Lahelle, make no mistake. “What with the section 34b order…” the mature and rangy-looking man muttered about his bad luck as he walked down the wide garden path that marked the edge of Main Landing Platform 1.

      First, his node was already pinging with what seemed to be a hundred angry notifications by pre-orbital transports, demanding to know why they couldn’t land directly on Barakar.

      Second, as a senior warden, he was obligated to report for duty and expected to be the man who would make sure that all of the perimeter scanners were still secure—all of which he had to now do in person, rather than using drone surveillance thanks to Commander Nguo’s orders.

      And third of all, it was just all a bit damn creepy, he thought as he walked around the empty grounds in broad daylight, with no other people around and the loudest sound coming from the birdlife.

      Phzz. Well, that and the hum of a medium laser rifle powering up.

      Anders stepped out from the effulgent purple blooms of a Barakian Bougainvillea, his stolen rifle raised.

      “Ah…” The senior warden knew when he was outclassed, but he was an old-time soldier. The sort of soldier whose hand still moved to the node on his opposing wrist, all the same—

      “I wouldn’t,” Anders growled, taking a step closer, so that the muzzle of the laser rifle butted the top of the man’s chest.

      “You’re him, ain’tcha?” the senior warden stated.

      “Yup.” Anders grinned.
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        * * *

      

      “Nice and slow, we don’t want anyone waking up with a laser hole burned through the middle of them now, do we?” Anders growled.

      “No, we don’t,” the warden grumbled as he lifted his wrist and the service door to the restricted area of the platform slid open. It revealed a narrow, silver corridor with more doors leading off to control rooms and maintenance stores—all devoid of people.

      Anders thought it looked like the no movement order was actually going to be a good thing for him. No movement meant no people, after all.

      “Iso-cells,” Anders stated when they reached the end of the corridor, to reveal a T-junction with stairs to their right and left, and an elevator straight ahead of them.

      “Iso…” The warden frowned. “This isn’t going to be any kind of good, is it?” the man muttered to himself as he nodded toward the elevator.

      “Well, it depends what your feelings are about stopping a war,” Anders said genially.

      The warden made a dismissive noise in the back of his throat and said nothing. Once inside the elevator, Anders watched very carefully as the man pressed the buttons for the small blaring red shield sign, and they shot downwards. The journey didn’t take them long, but enough time for Anders to request a full platform manifest from the warden’s node.

      “Moriarty? Scan for the fastest ship they have,” Anders muttered into his cowl.

      “Yes, sir. Scan complete. There’s a Marine clipper parked up top. The crew is currently in the town,” the S.I. said.

      “Can you get the ship codes?”

      “Already in conversation with the clipper’s computers, sir,” Moriarty confirmed. “Permission to use extra-legal programming?”

      “If you mean hack the living crap out of it, then please be my guest…” Anders muttered as the door slid open, and the warden slammed his elbow into Anders’s face.

      “You piece of…” Anders eyes filled with tears as the old-timer broke from the elevator carriage and started to sprint down the corridor beyond.

      “Full alert! All security personnel on my coordinates!” the man was shouting.

      “Shoot him, sir,” Moriarty advised as Anders finally shook the tears from his eyes and broke into a run after the man.

      “I am not going to shoot an unarmed man in the back, Moriarty!” Anders gasped. The corridor they had emerged into was wider, with what appeared to be an octagonal staging room at the far end, alongside wall-mounted boxes with various weapons and safety equipment installed.

      Unfortunately, the warden had managed to skid to a halt inside the octagonal staging room, and the bulkhead door between it and Anders’ corridor was currently hissing closed as warning orange-red lights flared.

      “Son-of-a—” Anders leaped, hitting the corridor floor and skidding along it straight into the staging room as the door smacked home behind him—

      —just before a metal-shod boot struck him in the solar plexus.
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        * * *

      

      Anders was surrounded by the platform guards who had been stationed here, and that meant that they were Throne Marines.

      “Two guards, one warden,” Moriarty told him quickly. But it wasn’t quick enough to stop the second guard from kicking him in the small of the back and make him snarl in pain.

      Anders was on the ground with three trained and dangerous men around him. This was bad. Very bad. And Anders knew only one way to fight his way out of a situation like that—and that was to fight dirty.

      Anders rolled to one side as one of the guards stamped at the spot where his head had been, and he used his rifle as a club to smack into the side of the guard’s knees. He wasn’t wearing the full battle suit, so he wasn’t as protected as he could have been. The man went down with a pained yelp as Anders rolled back out of the way—

      —straight into the path of an oncoming boot.

      Anders moved, using his rifle in two hands to catch the second guard’s heel with the rifle stock and pushing.

      The second guard fell over, and there was a sickening thud as he slammed his head on the floor.

      “Don’t you move a muscle,” he heard the warden snarl, along with the familiar whine of a blaster powering up.

      Frack. Anders froze, looking up to see that the warden had seized a rifle from the armory and already had it leveled against him. One of the two guards was out cold on the floor, while the other was muttering in pain over his ruined knee. But he would still be able to fire a weapon.

      “Moriarty?” Anders hissed.

      “My calculations suggest that you need to hold your position until further possibilities present themselves,” the intelligence stated. Which Anders knew was a Moriarty way of saying that he was screwed.

      “Drop your weapon, traitor,” the warden said. “I’ve already activated the platform warning system. It won’t be long now before Commander Nguo herself comes here for you.”

      “We haven’t got much to say to each other,” Anders muttered. His eyes scanned the exits. There were three more open doorways apart from the closed one that led back outside. The room had one long metal desk and a line of chairs, presumably where the prisoners were held as they were booked.

      But one of those doorways now had a woman standing in it, and the woman was holding a gun.

      “Gentlemen,” the red-haired woman stated, and, as the guard and the warden turned, she shot each one through the forehead.
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        * * *

      

      “Who the hell are you?” Anders breathed. He still hadn’t dropped his rifle, but the woman had flicked her laser pistol straight at him. And from how clearly proficient she was at sharpshooting, Anders thought he wouldn’t have time to bring his rifle up.

      The woman had cherry-red hair and lipstick, but her skin was the palest white he had ever seen. There was something about the alabaster of her skin and the width of her eyes that almost reminded Anders of Dalia.

      She wore a black service suit, with multiple patches and webbing scattered over thighs, hips, rib cage, and calves.

      “You’re special ops,” Anders said.

      “As insightful as your file suggests,” the woman drawled, flicking her pistol at him. “You know what to do. All weapons. Down. I won’t insult your intelligence by threatening you with what you know I am capable of.”

      Anders nodded, slowly putting the stolen Marine rifle on the ground.

      “And push it toward me, please. I am not some first-term Throne Marine, Lieutenant,” the woman said.

      “No, you clearly are not.” Anders pushed the rifle. Who is she then? Clearly special ops. Clearly Throne-trained. It was an open secret that the Eternal Empress had all sorts of soldiers in her employ from lowly policemen like himself, all the way up to secretive cadres of trained killers.

      Trained killers like… Anders’s brain clicked into gear. Someone who had killed the Terevesin envoy, and the clones. Someone who had set this entire war up?

      “You’re her, aren’t you? The Black Rose,” Anders growled. Anger coursed through him. He finally had his target standing right in front of him, but he couldn’t do a thing about it.

      “I see that my reputation precedes me,” the woman said calmly, keeping her gun and her eyes leveled on Anders as she raised her free wrist to the side of her face.

      “Alpha-black command override,” she said, not even bothering to lower her voice for Anders’s ears. “Cancel Randalph platform security warning. Full lockdown on all corridors leading to the platform security center.”

      “They’ll be able to trace the fact someone used the platform computers,” Anders said. It was clear what this woman was here to do. To kill him and Dalia, and make it look like a failed breakout.

      “And they will think that you hacked them,” the woman said lightly. “Get up. Down that corridor.”

      The Black Rose kept a constant three yards between them as Anders got up and walked ahead of her. She was good, Anders could see. Of course she is. The corridor they walked had triple-plated steel doors on either side, with ‘empty’ green lights overhead. Cells. Further proof that the woman had no intention of putting Anders in one of them.

      “At least answer me one question: Why?” Anders said. “Why kill the clones on Hectamon 7? Why kill the envoy?” Anders’s voice caught before he said the last question, and it came out as a growl. “And why set up Dalia?”

      “Dalia. What a delightful nickname,” the Black Rose said sarcastically. They stopped at the far end of the corridor, where the door appeared far thicker.

      The iso-cells, Anders realized.

      “War is one of the engines of history, or didn’t they teach you that in military history?” the Black Rose said, waving her wrist so that the door unlocked with a heavy clunking noise and started to slide open.

      “But the clones, who were they? Why were they a threat to the throne?” Anders asked. He could see a set of concrete stairs going down to a darkened room. The air smelled like ozone, indicating the burning molecules of a forcefield somewhere inside.

      “Like you, they were attempting to prevent a war,” the Black Rose stated. “Now move.”

      Anders did so, but his mind was racing. The clones were made by the Gene Seers. But they escaped and had been trying to get a message to the Ilythians.

      “The clones knew that the war was coming?” Anders guessed.

      “Something like that,” the Black Rose muttered from behind him as Anders reached the bottom of the stairs, and the automated lights came on.

      And there was Dalia of the Sixth Family, rising from her metal plinth in the center of the iso-cell, looking down at him.

      “Anders,” she said in a small voice. She still looked beautiful in that eerie, fey way that all Ilythians did, but her imprisonment had clearly left its mark on her. Her large eyes appeared shadowed, even sunken under her strong brows. Her whitish skin had lost the subtlest hint of effervescent blue and green, and now looked just pale. Her long, braided hair that had shone white like stars on platinum now looked dry and had escaped its confines.

      “Well, I did come here to rescue you.” Anders shrugged, nodding behind him to where the Black Rose stood.

      The Ilythian’s eyes narrowed. Her plinth was on a raised area, where a shimmering heat-haze of a forcefield surrounded her. She was wearing the exact same form-fitting service suit that she had been wearing during the Challenge, along with all the rips and tears to its mesh fabric.

      “I can see that,” Dalia said.

      “Dalia of the Sixth Family, please meet the Black Rose. This is the throne assassin that we’ve just been dying to speak to,” Anders growled. The Black Rose ignored his tone.

      “Move forward, Lieutenant, to the cell next to the Ilythian,” she said.

      Anders could see the one she meant—a similar platform to the one that Dalia was currently seated on, only this one had no forcefield around it.

      Anders didn’t move a muscle. “And if I don’t? You’re going to kill us anyway, right?”

      “Fine,” the Black Rose stated before talking into the node at her wrist. “Alpha-black override. Remove all oxygen from Iso-Cell 1,” she said.

      “No!” Anders gasped, looking up in panic as a surprised expression passed over Dalia’s face, and then one of frustration, and then pain as she started to grasp at her own throat.

      “Stop! Stop! I’m doing it! I’m doing it!” Anders quickly ascended the second platform. The Black Rose activated the new cell controls, and a flickering heat haze emerged around Anders, barely giving him room to stand with arms outstretched.

      “There.” The assassin took her time in returning the oxygen to Dalia’s cell, and Anders was sure that she didn’t bother to give her enough either, as Dalia was now on her knees on the floor, panting shallowly.

      “I thought that you were going to kill us?” Anders shouted. Apparently, this type of forcefield didn’t stop sound from traveling.

      “All in good time, Lieutenant.” The Black Rose turned to the only other object in the room, a control desk with glittering monitoring lights. Clearly the physical controls for the Iso Cells. “The pair of you have managed to turn yourselves into interesting strategic markers after winning the Challenge and starting a war.” The Black Rose winked at Dalia, who merely hissed.

      “In that case, I will be asking my superiors in what manner they need you killed,” the Black Rose mused as she lowered her wrist node to the desk with a dull chime as its high-level security protocols were accepted. “Do I kill you and pretend the guards managed to find you both? Or do I lead Commander Nguo to you? Or even take you off-world to where the Eternal Empress herself can pull the trigger?” The Black Rose shook her head. “So many choices, so little time…”

      “Frack off,” Anders muttered and sat down heavily on his cold and hard plinth. Is this really it? Everything I managed to do, to be ended right now?

      “Such eloquence, Lieutenant,” the Black Rose was saying as her hands flickered over the holo-controls.

      “Alpha-black override,” she said once again. “Access Randalph Platform Ansible link and direct to this console.”

      “Accessing…” the digital voice of the console’s security computer stated. “Requesting security clearance…. Alpha-black codes accepted…”

      “Open direct channel to Commander-General Cread,” the assassin said.

      So, this conspiracy goes right to the very top. Anders glared.

      “Triangulating target’s stellar coordinates…” the computer said. “Opening ansible line—”

      And it was at that moment that all the lights on the console flared white, and an entirely different voice answered the Black Rose’s call.
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            Ansible Link

          

        

      

    

    
      Something’s wrong. Anders knew it immediately. The voice that blared through the ansible link wasn’t a voice full of cock-sure pride or imperial arrogance. It wasn’t the voice of a commander-general.

      It was the voice of a girl.

      “H-Hello!?” the voice echoed strangely, even though ansibles were one of the most precise methods of communication.

      And it sounded scared. Anders knew the sound of fear when he heard it. Sibbi, his Sibbi, had spoken like that in her final moments.

      “What is the meaning of this? Where is the Commander-General Cread?” the Black Rose demanded of the console.

      The console was sparking with light like a midwinter firework, Anders thought. He’d never heard of an ansible connection going wrong. It couldn’t, could it? It was powered by interconnected electrons. In the entire universe, the two electrons that joined to form the link could never pair with another.

      So, just who’s on the other end of the line!? Anders thought. “It’s going to be alright,” he called out cautiously. As a widower and a father, the man couldn’t do anything otherwise.

      “It’s you,” the voice said, and instantly sounded relieved.

      “Who are you!?” shouted the Black Rose. “Alpha-black override! Alpha-black override!”

      “STOP.” The girl’s voice changed, and Anders could feel it not just in his ears but behind his eyes and in the bones of his jaw as it hit him like a wave. He fell to the floor, crying out in pain as he did so.

      “Listen to me. You are in grave danger. We are ALL in grave danger. I can only hold her out for so long, but she will come back…” the girl’s voice was saying.

      “What? I don’t understand…” Anders hissed as he raised his head.

      He saw that the Black Rose was similarly on the floor in front of the console, hands clutched to her head in seeming agony. Dalia? Anders turned to see that the Ilythian was also in distress, but she appeared to be able to control it better. She was taking short breaths and staring fixedly at the console.

      “It’s the same voice that contacted the Ilythian Council, telling them to meet with the clone,” Dalia hissed. “I feel it. In here.” She pressed one long-fingered hand to the side of her head.

      “No time. She is coming back!” the voice said, and Anders’s head throbbed in agony with every word.

      “Who? Who is coming back? What danger?” the lieutenant gasped.

      “You must get to Sector 7. Find the benevolent Morathian. He will help you…” The girl’s voice resonated like a shockwave.

      “The benevolent Morathian? Sector 7?” Anders shook his head. This wasn’t making any sense. “Why? Who is coming back?”

      “She is almost strong enough. She will have her war, but she won’t end there. At her fingertips is a weapon that will make the whole galaxy burn…” The voice sounded panicked, hysterical even.

      “Who!?” Anders called through his pain.

      “The Eternal Empress!” the voice said, and abruptly, the console exploded, and everything in the room went dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anders coughed in the darkness. His head felt like it had been squeezed in a vice, and then thrown under a destroyer for good measure. “Dalia?”

      “Right here, Anders,” she said, and he was surprised to discover that she was. The Ilythian was standing over him, helping him to his feet. For all of her recent incarceration, the MPB officer could tell she was still strong.

      “The fields went down at the same time that the console blew,” Dalia said, nodding to where there was a sliver of graying light halfway up the wall. Anders realized that it was the door out. It had come unlocked.

      “There’s been some sort off catastrophic power outage,” Anders said, looking once again at the dim shadows of the blown-apart console.

      “It’s psychokinesis.” The Ilythian was already stalking down the platform ahead of him. “What you humans call PK ability. A strong enough talent is able to manifest at the molecular level.”

      “Huh?” Anders was rubbing his eyes. It made sense that it was PK, he supposed, but he had never, ever heard of it leaving you feeling like this. The only time that he had experienced it—it was so extremely rare in humanity—had been at Dalia’s own hands, where it had been strange, but not painful.

      “She was powerful, and unlike any psychic we Ilythians have any record of.” Dalia shook her head as she stopped, looking down at her destination.

      There was the Black Rose, thrown against the wall, with the front of her suit smoking and what looked to be a nasty wound just under her hairline.

      “She’s alive.” He moved to her body instantly, checking her pulse at her neck, and then leaning over her mouth to make sure that she could still breathe. “We should take her with us. She will know how to expose Commander-General Cread’s plot.”

      “Did you not hear what the voice said?” Dalia’s tone was stern. “This isn’t a plot, and this isn’t just about your commander-general. She quite clearly stated that this was the work of your Eternal Empress.”

      Anders froze. Of course, that was exactly what the voice had said, but it had seemed too incredible. Why would the Eternal, Everlasting Empress herself want to start a war with the Ilythians?

      But isn’t that just what the Black Rose confirmed? Anders frowned. “Wars are the engines of history,” he muttered under his breath.

      But the idea that he was setting himself against the empress—against the woman who was the Golden Throne and who had been the Golden Throne for the last five hundred years—was insane.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Leave her. She’s deadweight,” Dalia said, and Anders had to agree that she was right. While the Black Rose might be useful against Cread, she was only an operative of the throne.

      The waters they were swimming in now went far, far deeper.
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        * * *

      

      The pair raced past the bodies of the Marine guards and the senior warden. I dread to think what Commander Nguo is going to make of all of this… Anders thought for a second. Probably that it is all my fault, somehow. But there was nothing that could be done about other people’s expectations, was there?

      “Moriarty?” Anders called out as they left the staging room and ran toward the lift.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “How’s that clipper coming along?” he panted as Dalia broke the glass on one of the wall-mounted units and removed a crowbar. Armed with such, she started to lever open the stalled lift doors.

      “You’ll be pleased to hear that the computers of the Nova have finally succumbed to my persuasion, sir,” Moriarty said smoothly.

      “You mean you hacked the crap out of them,” Anders translated.

      “Beat them into the code equivalent of a bloody pulp, sir,” Moriarty said.

      “That’s the spirit,” Anders said, just before climbing after Dalia into the lift shaft and seizing the rungs of the small service ladder.

      “But I have to warn you sir, you have three five-man squads of Marines converging on the platform security center, as well as the entirety of the active-service Marines from the training camp facility arriving outside the platform as we speak,” Moriarty told him as he climbed.

      “Wonderful. Anything else?” Anders asked.

      “Oh, yes. Commander Nguo has equipped about half with full battle suits, and she has also brought with her land-based tactical units, as well as surface-to-air missiles in the event of you successfully stealing a ship.”

      “Does it get any better?” Anders groaned.

      “Define better, sir.” As advanced as he was, Moriarty had yet to understand the vagaries of human sarcasm.

      “Never mind.” Anders climbed, with Dalia already moving faster above him.
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        * * *

      

      “We need a plan,” Anders breathed.

      “You humans always need a plan,” Dalia returned.

      Light and dark shadows slanted across their faces. They were crouched behind a grill and looking out at the top of the platform, where a large number of stalled ships were currently in place.

      A full platform always looked to Anders like some crazy mass of beetles. Each vessel, whether big or small, was perched near the lip of the platform or sometimes magnet-locked to the edge and partly hanging off, pointing inward.

      “And there she is.” Anders pointed to the only Marine clipper up there. “She’s a fine-looking bird.” He nodded appreciatively.

      “She is a ship. Not a bird,” Dalia said seriously, eliciting a groan from the MPB officer.

      The Nova wasn’t the largest of vessels, but it looked fast. She had a high prow sitting over the swoop of a larger belly. Anders could see the blockier modules along her sides that were clearly used for all the sorts of things that were expected of an expedition ship, like extra supplies and tools.

      She had an old-style FTL particle generator at the back, a wide ring set just a little forward from her main rear thrusters. An X of rocketry arms were also splayed out from her main body, each one ending in thrusters and field generators.

      The Nova was compact, but looked fierce and capable. “And those old FTL drives pack one heck of a punch,” Anders said proudly. “Before they introduced limiters!”

      Dalia, being an Ilythian, had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. Which is probably for the best, Anders had to admit, because those old-style FTL drives were also notoriously unpredictable.

      “But she’ll run as fast as we need her to,” Anders said.

      “I would suggest that would be very fast indeed.” Ilythia nodded to where something very strange was happening in the sky.

      There was a color like an ugly red burn beginning to grow. Small at first, but growing larger and larger by the minute. Anders knew that it was the unmistakable sight of a vessel making entry into the atmosphere.

      A rather large vessel.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a Reaver-class,” Anders growled as he recognized the shape. They were one of the most elite of the fighting vessels in the entire throne armada.

      It was large, surrounded by the corona of its own flame of reentry, and shaped like an elongated spearhead. Smaller stabilizer rockers fired up and down its triangular length, but were dwarfed by the twin sets of massive engines at the back. Even at this height, Anders could see the heavy weapons pods scattered along its undercarriage that he knew could petal open to deliver massive meson cannon fire or else smaller barrages of laser fire.

      They have a working compliment of only fifty people, but they can hold two hundred more, Anders knew. They were designed as fast-attack ‘tactical’ destroyers, which meant that even though they were only a quarter of the size of the massive throne destroyers, they were arguably more devastating in ship-to-ship combat as they could be deployed in space battles as well as planetary bombardments.

      “The throne has only twenty of them,” Anders breathed. The reason was that the powers of the Golden Throne had never needed any more than that.

      “Then it means it must hold a very valued senior officer,” Dalia scowled at the shape lowering through the atmosphere.

      “A commander-general, perhaps?” Anders wondered aloud. Cread? Someone with enough seniority to ignore a no transport order.

      Someone who is intent on stopping what we’ve discovered from leaking. Anders nodded. “We have to move now.” He started to press his gloved hands to the grill, which they had already loosened with Dalia’s crowbar.

      “Do you think we have a hope of outgunning it?” Dalia frowned, not moving as Anders started to push the grill out.

      “Not a chance,” Anders shot back, “but we might be able to outrun it.” He lowered the entire grill to the surface of the tarmac. “Moriarty,” he whispered. “I need your best A-game strategic analysis of this.”

      “Already performed, sir. You don’t want to hear the outcome,” Moriarty said without a hint of regret.

      “Just give me a window of opportunity, that’s all I ask,” Anders said.

      “Well, nine out of ten of my stratagems indicate that unless you manage to commandeer some heavy artillery in the next few minutes, then—”

      “A window of opportunity, I said, Moriarty. Not a bleeding miracle!” Anders hit the ground running, and, with little better to do than to be executed on false charges, Dalia the Ilythian followed close behind.

      The pair raced across the tarmac of the landing platform toward the Nova. The ship was still far above them, and there were no guards up here to present a challenge.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t challenged, however.

      “ATTENTION!” the sky echoed with the sound of broadcast message.

      “Where is that coming from!?” Anders snapped as they reached the halfway point. The clipper loomed large ahead of them.

      “There! Drones!” Dalia said as two small, white orbs hovered into view over the edge of the platform. They had singular red lights in their center and flew on small field generators on their undersides.

      “LIEUTENANT CORSIGON and ILYTHIAN AGENT! You are hereby ordered to stand down, by authority of Barakar Security, for crimes against the throne! Drop your weapons and kneel, immediately!”

      “Not today,” Anders said, spinning on one heel as he raised his rifle and fired at the nearest orb. It was a direct hit that sent it spiraling backward through the sky, spilling plumes of smoke behind it.

      “ATTENTION!” the second drone began as it sped toward them. It moved fast, but not fast enough for Dalia, who threw her crowbar like an overhand dart. It spun through the air and smashed the second drone into a thousand pieces.

      “Good shot!” Anders said as he resumed his sprint.

      “Just like picking off Juhuba Flies at home,” Dalia said as she sprinted. Anders did not spare the breath to ask quite how large an Ilythian Juhuba fly was.

      “Opening door, sir,” Moriarty pinged as Anders and Dalia reached the sheltering shadow of the Nova. They heard a discrete hum of metal, and the mechanical clacking as the main ramp started to fold down from above them.

      Which was right about the time that the Reaver opened its weapons ports.
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        * * *

      

      “Moriarty! Send me command access codes!” Anders shouted as he launched himself up the tiny ladder to the cockpit at the front, where there were two chairs side by side. Console screens were laid out around him at an angle, as well as heavier, more mechanical-looking gears, levers, and pedals at waist height.

      “Already synced with your node, sir. Welcome aboard, Captain Anders,” Moriarty said smoothly.

      “No time for that!” Anders’s hands were hitting the solid-button controls in front of him as the screens were starting to light up.

      “Holo-processor activating…” the computer stated in a calm, electronic voice.

      Already too late. Anders could see a warning red light blinking on the defensive computer. The Reaver above had targeted them. They’d be dead in seconds.

      “Manual override,” Anders shouted, seizing the yellow-and-black pull lever situated just under the console and wrenching it until it locked.

      “Is that wise, sir?” Moriarty asked as another red warning light joined the first.

      “Just watch me,” Anders hissed as instead of the holo and graphical controls, he started to hit actual buttons and pull levers. That’s the thing with the newer throne vessels. Anders gritted his teeth. They are all reliant on their field technology. He wondered if even half the flight cadets trained now were aware that they were also flying gigantic rockets, powered by chemical combustion.

      But the older ships were built with a dual-system, Anders knew. He felt the shudder of combustion run through his feet. It was a familiar feeling, one that he had once learned to read back when he had been a Marine.

      I trained in boats like these. Anders grinned as he hit the thruster release button, at the same time flicking the forward boosters.

      The prow of the Nova was thrown upward by the forward boosters—usually only used as stabilizers, but Anders had given them a full burn. This had the effect of throwing him back into his seat, but also tumbling the clipper back over the edge of the platform.

      The Reaver’s first particle-beam weapon hit the landing platform in a giant column of red and orange fire, right where the Nova had been a second before.

      “Losing altitude—” the shipboard computer announced, which was hardly surprising as the Nova was now tumbling straight toward the ground, as well as Commander Nguo’s assembled Marines. Behind them, the Reaver’s beam weapon had created a devastating explosion that cracked the mushroom-shaped platform almost in half, hurling other stationary vessels from its surface to tumble through the air.

      Anders cut the forward boosters as the ground swept up to them. For the briefest of moments, he saw the scattering circle of Commander Nguo’s forces, just a hundred meters below him.

      And then he hit the clipper’s main rear thrusters, and they shot forward over the town of Randalph like a dart.

      “Good flying, sir!” the simulated intelligence congratulated him. The town of Randalph disappeared in a moment, and the Nova was racing over the forest, with the tower of the training camp looming on the horizon.

      “It doesn’t matter how great a pilot I am,” Anders muttered as Dalia, who had been hanging on for dear life to the ladder-like stairs behind the cockpit, joined him in the co-pilot seat.

      “Weapons?” Dalia asked, looking around.

      “You got a pair of flight handles like this one,” Anders said. “All the firing controls are on it, but you need to activate each weapon mechanically without the holo-processor,” he said quickly, and was impressed when Dalia—even being an alien—appeared to grasp immediately what he was saying.

      Dalia scanned the control boards nearest to her, and Anders saw her long-fingered hands select a few buttons before pulling on the flight handles. Green lights came on over the Nova’s targeting board, meaning that Dalia could begin. Anders’s side had the same armaments board, but he was too busy flying.

      “Disable only,” Anders said as he lifted the prow to head up and not across the surface of the planet. There was no point playing cat and mouse with a larger, better equipped, and more efficient enemy, he knew. The element of surprise was his strongest asset at the moment.

      “On that vessel is the human responsible for blaming my entire civilization for a war,” Dalia said seriously.

      “Wrong. I highly doubt the Eternal Empress herself is on that Reaver. And besides, that is still a throne ship, and that means that there are plenty of Throne Marines doing their duty on it,” Anders argued. “They don’t deserve to be harmed.”

      “Any warrior in a time of war stands in the place of their leaders,” Dalia suggested, but Anders’s scowl only deepened.

      “Disable only,” he growled.

      The cockpit screens were flaring orange, yellow, and then white with plasma fire as the ship powered itself toward escape velocity. The clipper started to shudder and shake.

      “Opening reserve tanks one through three,” Anders said out of habit. He had been taught to repeat every flight decision that he took out loud, for the benefit of his co-pilots and crew.

      The extra chemical compounds were injected into the main thrusters, giving the Nova the punch it needed to hurl itself forward to pierce the atmosphere. The ship shook, every fixture seemed to rattle, and for a dreadful moment, Anders wondered if it was going to make it.

      How old is this boat? He thought in momentary horror…

      But then they were free. The cockpit view screens were black, and the shaking had disappeared.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Anders called. “Activating field generators and holo-processors.” The command console flashed a dull white.

      Field generators, Anders knew, was the more common term for the particle generator that was one of the primary forms of technology that the throne used these days. It created everything from the forcefields that had kept Dalia inside her iso-cell to the power behind FTL drives, and of course all forms of holographic controls.

      Without them running, they wouldn’t be able to jump out of here.

      “Sensor warning, Captain,” Moriarty said. “Transferring to overhead screen.”

      As the holo-processors were still booting up, the graphics on the overhead screen above the cockpit window were basic, not three-dimensional. They showed three angry red triangles converging on their central green icon, two from the northern hemisphere and one from the south.

      “Scan,” Anders said immediately.

      “They’re registering as defense satellites,” Moriarty said.

      “Just outstanding,” Anders grumbled. But still, what had he expected would happen?

      “You should have visual in three, two—” Moriarty said, and then suddenly on the screen, Anders and Dalia could see the small glowing lights approaching them at break-neck speed.

      “They’re third generation. Suicide-sats,” Moriarty confirmed, which made Anders feel a whole lot worse. There were a variety of different generations of defense satellites. The first of which could only track enemy objects and then release payloads of small missiles. The second generation fired particle-beam weapons, but the third was the deadliest.

      They launched themselves on kamikaze runs straight at the offending object.

      “Evasive action!” he shouted, twisting the flight handle and punching the positional booster on his right side. This sent the Nova into a wild barrel-roll through space as two of the suicide-sats screamed past the place where the clipper had been and started to curve for a return strike.

      “Field generators at sixty percent,” the computer announced.

      “It’s not enough to power the FTL drive!” Anders was shouting, as Dalia was already raising her flight handle. In response, a small targeting vector appeared on the screen showing the view behind them.

      “Engaging laser battery,” Dalia said and pulled the trigger.

      The Nova trembled as the back-mounted guns swiveled and shot blast after blast of short but super-heated plasma into their wake. It was hardly a pinpoint shot, but it created a cloud of plasma into which one of the suicide-sats flew.

      It exploded in a ball of light.

      “Yes!” Anders shouted victoriously. “Field generators?”

      “Field generators at seventy-five percent,” the computer said.

      “Come on!” Anders hissed.

      There were still two suicide-sats following them. Dalia couldn’t target both at the same time as they broke apart in a wide pincer movement, one zooming toward them from below and the other from above.

      “Above!” Dalia raised the laser battery as she moved the flight handles and fired. There was another flash of light as it was destroyed.

      “Warning!” the computer called in alarm as the third and final suicide-sat reached proximity.

      Anders threw the flight handle to one side, and the force of the acceleration slammed him into the back of his chair as they rolled and swerved at the same time. The entire world of Barakar swept up in front of them as they continued turning, the third suicide-sat screaming ahead of them before turning back.

      “Field generators at eighty percent,” the computer announced.

      “Good enough.” Anders punched in a set of coordinates and slammed his fist on the recently-activated blue holo-button that controlled the FTL drive.

      Outside, the ring of metal that sat a little back from the main engines started to emit a brilliant white glow, then started to turn. The white glow became a brilliant halo of light as the clipper tore apart particles and created whole new ones.

      The ring spun faster and faster.

      The third and final suicide-sat was accelerating straight toward them.

      “Jump,” Anders breathed, and there was a flash of light as the Nova ripped a hole through space-time itself.
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            Olstadt Outpost

          

        

      

    

    
      Centauri-Perseus Border

      

      The metal disk spun through the vastness of space. Its outer ring moved at a constant, measured rate, and the light of the approaching imperial tug illuminated its complicated patchwork of panels.

      “Approaching,” called out the human pilot, a man with a fuzz of brown hair on his chin and a peaked cap atop his head, over which sat his communication headset. The fact that he did not have smoothed skin and perfect teeth said something about his status in throne society—and his paygrade. The man’s name was Harris Hanratty, and the small collection of silver on his shoulder indicated that he was a lieutenant. A second lieutenant, at that.

      Not that a throne man like Harris cared that much for ranks and official titles. That was why he was the one chosen for this gig, after all. Throne regulations required that there had to be an officer to undertake these duties, and it turned out that Hanratty was the only one who would do it.

      Of course, there was no one to talk to apart from the computer, and Hanratty was certain that a drone or a service intelligence could do this job a million times better than any human. That was regulations for you. He still called out his log requirements every time he initiated FTL or dropped out of it, or when he was approaching his destination.

      “Syncing orbit,” Hanratty called. His words were registered by the blip of green lights on his console, and nothing else.

      The imperial tug slowed, its automated controls firing the positioning rockets that locked it into the exact same endless rotation as the disk. The tug was about half the size of the disk, but it looked blocky and ungainly compared to the two circles that made up the Olstadt.

      With a flicker of the second lieutenant’s hands, the vast and brilliant blue lights on the tall, flat nose of the tug switched on, cutting through the dark to shine on the Olstadt.

      “Beginning preliminary inspection,” Hanratty said with a sigh. Ever since the Ilythians had gone all crazy-cakes, he thought, his job had suddenly gotten a lot harder.

      “And why they don’t just ping the giant doughnut—” As he liked to call the Olstadt. “—I have no idea.”

      Second Lieutenant Hanratty knew that all these tasks could be done remotely by the nearest drone-satellite, or even by a drone-rocket fitted with an FTL drive. Heavens knew the throne had enough money to do that, right?

      But rules were rules, and the regulations were supposedly written by the Eternal Empress herself, stars bless her. These automated forward outposts needed human eyes on them to make sure they were still where they were supposed to be, and a human needed to see the signals received on his screen to say ‘yes, this one is working exactly like the last few hundred times I came here.’

      For a woman whose been around the block for the last five hundred years, Hanratty thought a little seditiously, and for someone who has overseen the rise of automated drone machinery and simulated intelligences…

      She sure seemed a little twitchy when it came to trusting machines. Hanratty wondered what that was all about. But he didn’t wonder for long, because there was a ping from behind him as his steaming hot, freshly-baked sugary pastries were ready.

      “Ahhh!” He settled back in his chair as he removed them from their totally-against-regulations personal bake oven and dove in with obvious, sticky delight.

      He was so busy enjoying them that he did not see the flare of light beyond the curve of the Olstadt.

      “Proximity warning!” his computer bleeped at him.

      “Oh hell, have we lost our sync orbit again?” Second Lieutenant Hanratty coughed, sitting up. It was one of the problems with these old tugs, they were forever losing their—

      “Holy crap.” Hanratty dropped his pastry into his lap, where it proceeded to ooze a sticky apple-caramel sauce. He didn’t even notice.

      He was too busy looking at the Ilythian destroyer dwarfing the Olstadt. The thing was huge. And by huge, he meant quite possibly the biggest ship that he had ever seen, save the pyramid-shaped imperial flagships.

      Even then, the destroyer wasn’t too far off in relative size.

      It looked like some sort of terrible sea-creature, or a shellfish. Something with a hardened shell that was colored with bright, flashing iridescent sheens. The thing’s prow was high and pointed and showing a sort of grillwork of purple and white bands. It was taller than it was wide, and far larger than the imperial tug.

      Lines of bone or shell ran back from its pointed nose, becoming fatter and wider to form the thing’s outer hull. They eventually swept back behind, above, and beneath it into hardened, tentacle-like spikes.

      “Uh…” Hanratty’s hands shook. They weren’t technically at war yet, were they? The Ilythians were allowed to be on that side of the Olstadt, weren’t they?

      In his panic, the man completely forgot protocol. He couldn’t remember what he was supposed to shout out. Was it red alert?! Or hazard-code red?

      “Uhh… Uhh… Hazard…” he whispered as two relatively small ports unfolded open like flower buds under the thing’s snout…and fired.

      Bolts of searing purple laser light struck the Olstadt in a volley, pounding its outer ring and inner disk. Hanratty watched helplessly as the patchwork plates rippled and ruptured with the force of the impact. And then, the undersides of the outpost burst apart.

      The outer ring shattered, its jagged ends glowing with molten metal, sparkling with smaller explosions as they careened up and down the outpost. Several pieces drove themselves along the central disk, further throwing the outpost’s plates into space.

      “Warning! Proximity alert!” The computer berated him as a smaller holo appeared, cast in warning oranges and red as bits of the outpost cartwheeled toward him.

      “Oh no, oh no, oh—” Hanratty slammed on the forward thrusters and pulled the imperial tug into reverse, accelerating crazily backward from the exploding ring of imperial architecture.

      “Initiate FTL engines! Now!” Hanratty shouted as he steered the tug into a wide curve, weaving past one cartwheeling piece of metal after another.

      For just a moment, he caught a glimpse of the massive Ilythian ship on the far side of the debris field. It was still and impassive, and its weapon ports had closed. It made no attempt to fire on the much smaller tug, although it was sure to have registered him.

      “FTL engines ready. Input destination, please,” said the computer.

      “I don’t know! Anywhere! Just get me out of here!” Second Lieutenant Hanratty shouted.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize that destination,” the computer said as bits of Olstadt wreckage almost half the size of the tug itself spun past.

      “Imperial 1! Imperial-bloody-1!” Second Lieutenant shouted the name of the most important place he knew. The center of the Golden Throne. The mega-structure space station of the Eternal Empress herself.

      He had to be safe there, right?
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            Benevolent

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 7

      

      “Welcome to Sector 7,” Anders said in a small voice. He had only been there once, and it had seemed just as uncomfortable then as it did now.

      The space ahead was empty—almost empty. Instead of the hazy white luminescence of stars that could be seen in any other part of the Reach of the Throne, this place was oddly dark, with only the scattered pinpricks of light from distant, farflung systems forever being drawn toward the rest of the Milky Way Galaxy.

      Sector 7 was right on the edge of the Outer Arm of the galaxy, and as such, it looked out into the Void.

      “We call it the Great Darkness,” Dalia said in a measured voice. “We have our own Sector 7. We call it the Q’atra Quadrant, which means Night’s Quarter in Ilythian.”

      Night’s Quarter, Anders thought. That was a fitting name for it. A place that did not belong, could never belong, to intelligent life.

      Apart from the Voiders, that is, Anders knew. The Voiders were the strangest of all the disparate factions of the Golden Throne. Half-mad scientists, visionary poets—or both. They chose to live out there in their stations and generation ships, perennially gazing out into the night, saying that there were more answers to be found out there than there were in the stellar brightness.

      And than what the throne has so far achieved. Anders thought about the empire that he belonged to. Wondrous, magnificent, powerful—but how much of their colonization had come at the price of war, subjugation, and oppression?

      “Maybe the Voiders are right,” Anders muttered, earning a raised eyebrow from Dalia. “Nothing.” He shook his head before clearing his throat. “Moriarty? Can you patch into the navigation systems?”

      “Scanning, sir,” Moriarty’s cultured voice announced. A second later, there was a dull chime, and small green vectors appeared over their forward viewing screen, indicating stations or colonies, with small lines of distances and galactic coordinates beside them.

      The outposts of human civilization were few and very far between.

      “Ozymandias. Voider station. Population sixteen thousand, three hundred and thirty-nine…” Moriarty listed all of the nearest available ports.

      “Rumi’s Song. Voider station. Population four thousand and thirty-two…”

      “Mitchell’s Post. Voider observatory. Population five hundred and thirty-nine…”

      “Benevolent. Contested Proxima Republic outpost—”

      “Wait.” Anders sat up a degree straighter and looked at Dalia, who nodded. “That’s what the voice said. The psychic.”

      “Find the benevolent Morathian,” Dalia repeated. “Of course. I had taken it to mean a person who was benevolent, and not having been here, I did not realize that there was a throne world whose name was Benevolent.”

      “But I can’t understand why a Morathian would be on a Proxima world.” Anders shook his head as he asked Moriarty to explain to Dalia about the politics of the Golden Throne.

      

      “Throne Encyclopedia Entry: Proxima Republic.

      “A human group of colony worlds who claim some degree of legislative and historic independence from the Reach of the Golden Throne, owing to their assertions of belonging to a pre-existent colony of Old Earth. These claims remain unverified by throne historians.

      “Operates under a republic-style democratic structure, with a prime minister being elected every four years and supported by an elected government of senators—one for each Proxima outpost. Current premier is Prime Minister Rachel Borsta.

      “Tensions have flared between the Proxima Republic and the forces of the Golden Throne, most notably in the 10-Day war, 2638, which saw the republic’s entire armada crippled or destroyed. Heavy trade restrictions and embargoes continue, despite the tacit agreement of collaboration between the two human powers…

      

      “Throne Encyclopedia Entry: Morathians (social group).

      “A religious/spiritual order of contemplatives who reside on the throne colony world of Morath Prime.

      “Known for their rejection of advanced technologies, including field generation and genetic manipulation. Although apparently at odds with the Pillars of the Golden Throne, their apolitical stance and provision of academy-style learning has stopped them from becoming an outlawed organization. It is now considered customary for senior clerks of the Golden Throne to receive a three-year term training at Morath Prime, where they learn considerable mnemonic and psychological techniques for the biological storage and retrieval of data…”

      

      “Biological storage of data?” Dalia smiled crookedly. “Does that mean using your memory as it should be used?”

      “I guess.” Anders smiled. He tapped on the screen to enlarge the vector for Benevolent. It was a small, rocky outpost world with a population seemingly in the low thousands. It appeared to have one major city and trading port, also named Benevolent.

      But what Anders was wondering about was what under the stars a Morathian was doing out there, so far from home. Morathians never traveled. They never used FTL or field technology, claiming that it was a sign of humanity’s depravity—not its salvation.

      Unless the voice was wrong, Anders thought worriedly as he programmed the coordinates into the flight computer.
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        * * *

      

      “Throne Clipper Nova, you are cleared to land,” said the woman’s voice on the other end of the ship’s communication system as the clipper started to burn its way through Benevolent’s atmosphere and into a dusty, arid-white day.

      One good thing about the republic, Anders thought. They typically don’t check registration records. And as Benevolent was clearly an outpost, not a full colonial hub—and it was right out here on the edge of Void space as well—Anders was sure that all the rules were a little more relaxed.

      Benevolent looked like an outpost world too, Anders thought as they settled down to gusts of steam and dust. The main ‘town’ was little more than a densely packed ‘star’ of streets and buildings surrounded by large storage hangars and circular water towers. Small camps of ships were dotted in front of the town on the nearby dusty plains, with every type of ship that Anders could recognize, from throne transporters to fellow clipper ships, tugs, and merchant vessels.

      But no Throne Marine boats. Anders breathed a sigh of relief as he set the security controls to automated and turned around in his chair.

      Dalia was standing there, looking ridiculous in a human service suit that was clearly too small for her. “It came with the ship,” she said with some disgust. The only saving grace was that she had managed to add a large encounter cloak around it with a hood—an all-weather protection that was colored a dark midnight blue at the moment, as it started to shift down the color tones to deflect the heat.

      “Good idea.” Anders grabbed his visor-helmet and clicked it into place on his stolen partial-armor suit. Even though this wasn’t technically under throne control, the winner of the Challenge and the Ilythian were still probably public enemies number one.

      “Here.” Anders kicked the weapons locker stowed by the door. All these older Marine ships had them. Inside was a basic Marine rifle and a set of pistols. Anders already had his medium blaster, but he added one of the pistols to his belt, while Dalia took the other pistol but nothing more.

      “Lighter is quicker,” she said when Anders asked why she didn’t take the rifle.

      “Let’s just hope we won’t need them,” Anders said as he hit the door release button—but he was sure that they would.

      Especially when they walked down the ramp to see a land cruiser—a tracked, open-backed vehicle—roar past in the dust, stuffed full of humans with very large guns, all chanting.

      “Elf hunt!”

      “Death to the Ilythians!”

      “Sign up and get some RET-RI-BU-TION!”

      Anders flinched, looking back at Dalia. The mercenaries on the land cruiser hadn’t seen her, hidden inside of her cloak. But it was clear that even out here, in what was possibly the furthest flung parts of human space, the coming war was reaching a fevered pitch.

      “You can stay with the Nova, if you want?” Anders breathed, turning his back to the crazy band of mercenaries performing circles and skids with their cruiser. Anders knew their sort. Men and women who hadn’t managed to make it in the Marines, or maybe had washed out after a tour of duty or two.

      Guys like them follow any conflict around like vultures, he knew. No honor. And with the bloodlust that the throne was inspiring, they would probably all get contracts and sent in as supplemental forces.

      “How magnanimous of you,” Dalia said with a groan. “I’m not scared of humans.” She sneered at the whooping, cheering brutes who had moved a little way off. “Let’s find this out-of-place Morathian.”
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            Maegar’s Bar

          

        

      

    

    
      Where is the first place you go when you want information? Anders looked up at the neon sign hanging over the low door, set into the floor and down a few steps. You find the cheapest, busiest dive bar you can. It was his police instincts, perhaps.

      “You believe your Morathian will have renounced their life of asceticism and will be in here?” Dalia said, sounding very unsure.

      “No,” Anders said as he nodded ahead of them, “but a place like this thrives on gossip. And if there’s an out-of-place monk anywhere on Benevolent, I bet someone in here will know about it.” He pushed open the mechanical door and walked inside.

      Maegar’s Bar was everything that its outside promised it to be. There was a long counter with tired, hunched patrons sitting along it, as well as numerous small tables where groups of people whispered, cackled, or else drowned their sorrows. At the far end of the bar was a similarly weary-sounding lounge singer—a human woman with a blonde bob and a red sequin dress.

      Anders looked around. Almost all the clientele were humans, although he saw one goat-like Mondrauk sitting near the front, ignoring the singer, and a table of Secari crab-men getting drunk off fresh cow’s milk.

      Most of the people in here are travelers. Anders knew their type. People with part-encounter and part-service suits. A scattering of laser blasters and knives. No real regimented uniforms. He figured that the Proxima Republic only barely had control of this world, and it was probably more pirate than republican.

      Perfect. Anders smiled as he sauntered to the bar. “Two tonics.” He gestured to the nearest pump.

      “Tonic,” the rather small, rotund man with balding hair and one eye said seriously. His expression said it all.

      “Tonic water.” Anders nodded, sitting down on a stool. Dalia sat next to him.

      “There’s only two types of people who come into my place and drink straight tonic water,” the bartender, who was presumably Maegar himself, grumbled as he filled two tall glasses.

      “One of them are the insane, and the other are spies.” He set the drinks down in front of Dalia and Anders with a heavy clunk. “Which one are you?” Maegar asked heavily. It was then that Anders saw that this man actually had a silver ‘P’ lapel pin on the top of his greasy apron. He was one of the few Proximians in here, the MPB officer thought.

      “The very, very poor,” Anders said truthfully. They had no credits at all, and Anders had a blacklist placed on his account. He couldn’t access the several thousand he had in savings in there and not alert the throne to his whereabouts and activities.

      “We’re looking for a friend, who has promised to pay us for a job,” Anders lied with ease, taking a sip of the tonic water. He knew that this sort of scenario wasn’t too far out of the ordinary for an outpost like this. Pretend to be more mercenary than civilian, he reminded himself. That way, they’d fit right on.

      “Oh yeah?” Maegar growled. “And I expect that this friend of yours will pay me for these two drinks as well, will he?”

      “Yup,” Anders said with a grin. “I don’t suppose you can help us find him?”

      “Get out,” Maegar slapped the table with his dirty washcloth. “This isn’t a charity…”

      “I got collateral,” Anders said, very slowly drawing the Marine blaster and resting it across his knees. “I’ll sell it. In lieu of the drinks, and information.”

      “Hmm.” Maegar tapped the table for Anders to put the blaster on the top as the bartender inspected it. “That’s Throne Marine. Current generation.” Maegar was clearly a man with an eye for detail. He used that singular eye to flick a look over Anders’s part-suit.

      “What are you, a runaway? Gone AWOL? Don’t want to get caught up in the war?” Maegar said heavily.

      “Something like that.” Anders held the man’s one-eyed gaze. Internally, he was making a wager that this guy—who was clearly a Proximian—wouldn’t be so hot on the Throne-Ilythian war as the mercenaries they had seen. It wasn’t the republic’s fight, after all, he thought.

      “You got reserve batteries?” Maegar asked, and Anders slipped the singular reserve pack he had to spare across the bar. Maegar gave a nod, and that was settled. “What’s the name of this friend of yours?”

      “Don’t know it.” Anders shrugged.

      Maegar’s singular eye hardened, and Anders saw a moment of moral doubt creep into the man. He was weighing the likelihood that Anders and Dalia were actually assassins, or else had a bit of retribution of their own to settle.

      Was he the sort of man to care, either way? Anders wondered.

      He wasn’t. “Description,” Maegar said eventually.

      “A Morathian,” Anders said. He didn’t even know if the person that they were after was a man, woman, or otherwise. Old or young. But he knew that the term ‘Morathian’ with their religious clothing and shaved body hair would stick out all the same in a place like this.

      “You’re after a Morathian?” The bartender broke into a wry, cynical grin. “You’re crazy.” He shook his head as he pulled the blaster across to him as well as the reserve battery pack and took them with him as he turned to go. “Wait right here. I’ll see what I can do.” The bartender walked out the doorway behind the bar, leaving Anders and Dalia to nurse their non-alcoholic tonic waters.

      “Did you just give away your most powerful weapon?” Dalia hissed from the shadows of her cloak.

      “Lighter is quicker,” Anders repeated, earning a cat-like hiss from the hooded form behind him. “Trust me, everything is going to be just—” he was saying as a shadow fell over them.

      Anders looked up, straight into the muzzle of a heavy blaster.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t move a muscle,” said the man at the other end of the gun. He was a big man, much bigger than Anders, with the patchwork armor and canvas clothes that marked him as a mercenary.

      And he had brought his friends apparently, one thinner and smaller man with a shotgun—a shotgun! Who uses a shotgun in this century!?—and another big fellow with a crewcut and another heavy blaster.

      “Time to leave,” the voice of Maegar reappeared as he did, now with Anders’s Marine blaster pointed at them. Dalia gave Anders a pointed look when she saw their own weapon pointed at them

      “You sold us out!” Anders hissed at the man.

      “One of my buddies got a glimpse of your elf friend over there,” the bartender said with a grin. “We might be Proximians out here, but we’re still human.”

      “The war hasn’t even started yet,” Anders muttered as he slid from his stool, hands raised.

      “Check the news, pal,” the first mercenary said. “The Ilythians attacked Olstadt. It’s open season on elves from here on out.” Anders saw the man nod at the others, and it was the little one who reached up to seize Dalia’s hood.

      “Careful,” Dalia hissed, flinching before he could touch her. One of her long-fingered hands snatched out to grab the younger man’s bare wrist.

      “Don’t move!” the first mercenary shouted, just as the younger mercenary let out an eerie, wheedling scream.

      Ilythians are touch-PK, Anders remembered how he had first met the woman. She had insisted that they shake hands and share names, and in that moment, he had shared her deepest fear, as she had shared his. He had no idea if Ilythians could choose which memories that they shared, but whatever it was that the younger mercenary now saw, it appeared to be a nightmare.

      The largest mercenary moved his pistol to cover Dalia as Anders moved.

      Too many attackers. Too many guns, he was thinking, but he couldn’t let his thoughts get in the way of his instincts. He slammed his hand down on the mercenary’s heavy blaster as he kicked out with his boot to the man’s chest.

      There was the deadly hum of Anders’s recently taken blaster, and he heard a scream. Dalia!

      It wasn’t her. She had swung the smallest mercenary around to take Maegar’s shot, before swinging her free hand up with the pistol and firing.

      “Ach!” The bartender fell back with a hole trailing smoke between his eyes, and the entirety of Maegar’s Bar erupted into angry shouts.

      But there was still one more mercenary, wasn’t there? Anders grabbed his own pistol and leveled it at him. The first one he had kicked was groaning and getting up from the floor.

      “Nobody move!” Anders shouted, twitching his hand and shooting out the window beside the still-standing mercenary for good measure. “Now, me and my friend are going to walk out of here, and if anyone decides they want to get all heroic, they’ll be the first to drop. Are we all clear?” Anders kept his eyes on the mercenaries, aware that he was in a room full of dangerous people.

      If we get out of here alive, it will be a miracle.

      There was a creak of a floorboard from the other end of the room. Oh hell, Anders thought, turning as Dalia covered that half of the room.

      The tired human songstress, with too much makeup and the red sequined dress, was pulling on a light service jacket and pausing to pull a synth tube from its pocket, taking a deep puff of whatever was inside.

      “Lady, please…” Anders started to say. He didn’t want to be the one to threaten a stars-be-damned civilian.

      “Neither you nor your Ilythian friend are going to walk out of here alive.” The singer cocked her head to look at him. She exhaled a cloud of smoke, throwing the synth tube on the lap of a Secari and starting to walk toward them. The rest of Maegar’s Bar appeared transfixed by the sight of this unarmed woman appearing to stand up to the pair of dangerous outlaws.

      Anders watched, similarly powerless as she sauntered in front of them and made it all the way to the door, before pausing.

      “If you want to live, follow me,” she said before walking outside.

      Anders was confused. He shrugged at Dalia, then they followed the woman, covering the motionless crowd of Maegar’s Bar with their pistols until the door had closed behind them.

      “Now get in!” the singer called down to them from the cab of a hover-shuttle. Anders and Dalia piled into the open door as shouts and screams of rage burst from behind them.
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            New Dawn Hide-Out

          

        

      

    

    
      “Melania Adams,” the singer introduced herself as her hover-shuttle settled itself to a halt inside a low warehouse somewhere in the snarl of complicated Benevolent streets. Anders heard the dull thump as the metal door slid closed behind them.

      “You’re republic,” Anders said. The Proximians didn’t have the double and triple names that the Golden Throne did, such as Anders V’Mhol’Corsigon. Anders knew that it was a Throne custom to indicate the long, branching, and entwining routes that humanity had taken to get to the stars.

      Whereas those of the Proxima Republic liked to keep things simple, Anders thought.

      “How observant,” the woman said, shaking out her hair as the doors slid up and she stepped out.

      “Sergeant?” called a voice, and Anders saw Dalia’s hand already moving to the pistol at her side when he held up a hand to pause her.

      “She saved our lives, remember,” Anders whispered.

      “And Maegar promised to help us,” the Ilythian returned. Her deep hood had fallen back, revealing her almost bluish-white skin, tapered ears, and snow-colored hair. She wasn’t making any attempt to disguise herself now.

      Outside the shuttle was a collection of people—all humans, and all wearing a combination of dress. Some were clearly work-suits, or even semi-military wear with part-battle plates like the mercenaries wore. But there was at least one man in regular business suit, and a woman who was undeniably a Voider, from the myriad of strange gauntlets, arm rings, and multiple telescopic field goggles that she wore.

      “At ease, Erebus,” Melania said to one of the mercenaries with black hair and a shorn beard, looking warily at the two newcomers. “These two idiots decided to start asking questions at Maegar’s, of all places,” she sighed, moving to one of the nearby table units and slowly divesting herself of weapons and other handheld devices. Anders had no idea where she had been storing such a personal arsenal.

      How was I supposed to know Maegar was a toadie for the throne? Anders thought a little hotly.

      “They were asking about Vilius,” Sergeant-Singer Melania said heavily, and the man called Erebus stiffened visibly. Anders saw his broad hands in their fingerless gloves move to the rifle strap slung on his shoulder.

      “Easy,” Anders said quickly. “We’re just after information…”

      “That’s what we’re worried about,” grunted Erebus.

      “Hey! It’s you, isn’t it!?” said the Voider woman, walking forward and pushing her heavy goggles up to reveal eyes with pupils so large that she almost had no iris color at all. “I saw you take down the Secari. You’re that guy who won the Challenge on Hecta 3!” The Voider woman’s eyes swam to Dalia beside Anders, and she laughed in surprise. “And you, you’re the Unknown Ilythian!”

      “What the…” This time, Erebus had swung his rifle around in a smooth movement as two more men held up a collection of heavy and light blasters.

      Dalia’s pistol had already appeared in her long-fingered hand as she snarled back at all of them.

      “And if you know that…” Anders didn’t take his eyes off Erebus, who although he appeared to be a junior ranking officer to the singer, still clearly thought of himself as the top dog around here. “Then you know that each and every Ilythian in throne space is currently being wrongfully imprisoned by the throne. My friend here isn’t an enemy of anyone, and definitely not the republic.”

      The man called Erebus frowned. “But you’re still one of the most famous heroes in the entire Reach of the Throne at the moment, champion,” he sneered. “That makes you valuable.”

      “I doubt it,” Anders laughed as carelessly as he dared. “We barely made it off Barakar with our lives!”

      “I don’t trust ‘em, Sarge.” Erebus continued his glower. “They’re too famous. They could be undercover throne agents. Even if not, they’ll bring down too much heat on the New Dawn.”

      The New Dawn sounds like some kind of resistance movement, Anders thought. But it was one that he had never heard of. It would certainly explain their military structure, but also their ragtag dress and disparate armaments.

      And they seem to be mostly Proximians, Anders thought. The republic wasn’t technically allowed to have a military, according to the throne stand-off. Did that mean they had started a guerrilla dissident group?

      And under the cover of a coming war, what better time for the republic to announce independence? Anders concluded grimly. He knew that all of this was bad news, as he didn’t want to get embroiled in any more politics than was necessary.

      “I say we get rid of them,” Erebus said heavily. His intentions were clear.

      “Try it, human,” Dalia snapped, her pistol pointing directly at the man’s face.

      Erebus pulled back his top lip to reveal yellowed teeth in a snarl—

      “Wait!” a new voice called from the far door as two figures appeared.

      One of which, from his robes and accent, was clearly a Morathian.
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      The Morathians were a strange sect. Not just because they wore full-length white and brown robes and did not appear to have any nodes or data-screens anywhere about their person. Even his belt and cuffs looked like tightly-woven leather—no synthetic mesh material at all.

      The man was bald, thin, and had a pinkish sort of face. Somewhere in his middling years, but not in the least bit unhealthy for it, Anders thought. He had a white marking down the middle of his forehead that was characteristic of his religious order.

      The Morathians eschewed as much technology as they could, including the wealth of biological advances that the Gene Seers provided for those within the Reach of the Throne. The fact that one had even managed to travel across the galaxy to here, far from the Morathian home world, was astonishing.

      Behind him stood a youth, who was almost hairless in a similar fashion to the Morathian but had a fuzz of gold-brown scruff as if he had been ill for a long time and was just re-growing it. The youth was wearing an oversized service suit, and to Anders’s eyes, he appeared to be no older than eighteen. Sharp features and dark eyes were looking guardedly in their direction.

      “It’s him. It’s true,” Anders muttered under his breath. He felt a strange sort of shock as he realized that the voice on the other end of the ansible had been telling the truth. But the voice was a girl… Anders looked at the youth beside the Morathian in confusion.

      “She spoke to you too,” the Morathian said quietly, a small smile playing on his features.

      “If you mean that someone managed to hijack an ansible link and told us to find you, then yes,” Anders said. He left out the part about the voice having insanely powerful PK abilities.

      The Morathian suddenly looked worried. “It must have taken a lot for her to do that. We can only hope that she wasn’t discovered, or too weakened!”

      “Who wasn’t?” Anders growled, earning a grunt of disapproval from Erebus.

      “You don’t know?” the Morathian asked confusedly and was about to speak again when Sergeant Melania interrupted them.

      “We have a mole on the inside of the throne. At the highest echelons,” the sometimes-singer said. “She’s been passing information to the New Dawn about the throne.”

      “And the New Dawn is the Proximus Republic-backed insurgency?” Anders asked shrewdly, this time earning a scowl from Melania.

      “It doesn’t matter who our supporters are, just so long as we have them,” she said a little testily. “She sent us the Morathian, and the boy.” Anders felt uncomfortable as the singer looked both him and Dalia up and down. “And now she has sent us you two.”

      Anders was certain that wasn’t what was going on at all. The voice had clearly told him and Dalia to find the Morathian, that they knew more. The voice had said nothing about joining any fight for independence…

      “I’m here to try and stop a pointless war between the Ilythians and the throne, not start a new one,” Anders growled at Melania.

      “Then you’re already too late, champion,” she said, tapping the node on her wrist cuff. A hologram jumped out in front of them. The image was glitchy and filled with static, but in the dark of the warehouse, Anders and Dalia could still make out the details.
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      Ilythian Space, Centaurus Arm

      

      On the other side of the Milky Way Galaxy, many light years from the Reach of the Throne, lay the vast sprawl of stars that formed the Centaurus Arm. Although officially unmapped and uncharted by the Golden Throne, its contents were not entirely unknown to humanity.

      It was the territory of, amongst others, the aliens known as the Ilythians, who had flourished out there for even longer than the throne had.

      The elf-like aliens had their wars and their tyrannies, their calamities and catastrophes of course—just as any advanced civilization had—but they had also managed great things.

      And one of them was the shining ring-world of Eadaryn.

      The spinning, flashing bauble of Eadaryn wasn’t technically a world at all, but would more appropriately be called a habitat by any human observers. Not that there were any at the moment.

      Instead, it looked like a vast loop of strangely iridescent materials in the vaults of space, hanging in front of swathes of red and purple and blue. The nebula surrounding the habitat was called—when translated to the human common language—the Chrysanthemum Nebula.

      The outermost side of the loop was composed of the shining, iridescent metal compound that the Ilythians were famed for. The inner side, however, was vastly different. In between its rotations, any outside observer would be able to see the deep viridians of forest and the lighter greens of meadows and field lands, as well as ribbons of cerulean blue where great estuaries and elongated seas flowed.

      The ring-world was a marvel of engineering, but it was only one of many that the Ilythians had constructed with their strange and arcane technologies.

      And what made it even more important was that it was one of the closest of the Ilythian habitats to the Centauri-Perseus Border. It was surrounded by a scatter of small bright lights that were Ilythian ships—each one looking more like some sort of deep-sea coral than a vessel. The vessels shoaled and broke apart as they either entered Eadaryn orbit or went about their business. There was the occasional flash and ripple of light as one or another jumped.

      And then there was another scattering ripple of lights, far outside of the orbit, of these strange, seemingly organic vessels. Distant fire-cracker flashes like the sparks thrown from some Throne Day celebration.

      A cloud of small white vessels had appeared in space, and they fell with a balletic grace toward Eadaryn. It looked almost beautiful—a comet shower too small to present any threat to the habitat, of course.

      But it wasn’t.

      As the lines of white light, tipped with white metal, sped faster and faster, unseen alarms broke out through Eadaryn’s orbital sensors. These things weren’t matching any natural comet formula. They were accelerating, for one thing, and scans showed that they had far too much metal in their composition.

      That was because the white comets of metal were in fact solid titanium spears, equipped with warp engines and rocketry. The Golden Throne didn’t even bother to pack them with explosives, knowing that their acceleration and impact would be enough.

      But the Ilythians were an advanced and very ancient race. They had their methods, tested and true, of dealing with external threats.

      There were more flashes of light—this time a purple-blue—as localized shields were projected in the near-space. The purple-blue light rippled as the spears started to hit them, causing sudden bursts. The light display in the far orbit above Eadaryn continued as some of the spears managed to dive closer to their target before they too were dispatched.

      But just as the Ilythians were a highly advanced race, the military tacticians of the Golden Throne were a highly cunning one. On the far side of Eadaryn, as the first wave of the missiles were erupting into flame, a far larger field of FTL jump lights flashed into life, and a cloud that was four times the size of the first threw itself down toward the ring-world.

      Once again, the localized shields were deployed on all sides of the Ilythian paradise, and many of the second wave erupted into explosions.

      But almost one third got through. And a third was more than enough.

      The solid titanium comets plumed with fire as they punctured the ring-world’s self-generated atmosphere and plunged into the green lands below.

      Each of the throne spears were a hundred meters long and several meters wide. Not large in comparison to the habitat, but their speed of entry and their acceleration were devastating.

      They slammed into the land, causing momentary ripples as entire acres far as the eye could see were lifted from their seat before exploding upward with the force of the blast. The throne hadn’t needed to drop thermonuclear weapons. From this height and with this much acceleration, basic physics did the work for them. Thick mushroom clouds blossomed inside the ring of Eadaryn wherever the missiles struck, followed by expanding domes of fire released from the kinetic assault.

      But the worst was still to come as one edge of the ring-world flinched strangely in its rotation.

      The tight restrictions of physics on such a marvel was Eadaryn’s undoing, as the gravitational forces caused the ring-world to malform, elongate—

      —and finally break apart. Plates and segments started to tear themselves from their interlocking pieces as the entire habitat unraveled. The atmosphere and gravity generated by the revolutions were stripped from the green lands, and in an instant, they started to spill their oceans, communities, trees, and mountains.

      The Golden Throne had launched its first official attack against the Ilythians, and they had succeeded in killing hundreds of thousands.
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      XX: Holding Facility 12

      

      Back in the warehouse hideout of the New Dawn, Anders wavered on his feet. The holo-footage of the bombing of Eadaryn had made him feel sick. It had been recorded by some throne spy satellite that had been sent into Ilythian space at the same time the two attacks had been launched.

      And released to the Reach of the Throne as propaganda. Anders’s revulsion and anger mixed horribly in his gut. But he knew that if he was feeling traumatized by the ecocide of an entire planet, then just what could Dalia beside him be feeling?

      “Dalia—” Anders turned to see that the alien woman had grown very still and very quiet. Her large, almond-shaped eyes had almost closed, and she was breathing in fast, ragged breaths.

      “Don’t talk to me!” she managed to hiss, letting out one long, slow breath, a quick and sharp intake, followed by another slow, long breath.

      “I’m so sorry—” Anders, through his own horror, ignored her.

      “Back off!” Dalia turned and roared at him, her face becoming incandescent in rage. But at the same time, Anders felt a wave of something hit his mind—pure despair and fury and outrage in a rolling ripple of emotion that exploded outward from the PK-latent Ilythian agent.

      Anders was forced to one knee, and he heard low moans of despair from Melania and Erebus nearby.

      I thought Dalia was only touch-PK, Anders struggled to think as the tides of hatred and misery threatened to overwhelm him. It turned out that under extreme duress, an Ilythian could transmit their experience without touch.

      “Let me help!” There was a thinner, higher, and younger voice rushing past him. Anders squinted to see that it was the youth, apparently unaffected by Dalia’s outburst, running to her side and placing his hands around her face in an almost tender gesture.

      “What’s he doing?” Anders gasped, but no one around them was in a state to answer him. The MPB officer watched helplessly as the youth bared his teeth in a rictus snarl of pain, and his arms shook, but the waves of agony and despair began to recede. Sweat appeared on the teenager’s brow, and Anders wondered if he might pass out with the effort of whatever this was.

      But instead, it was Dalia who fell to the floor, shaking her head and blinking.

      “What have you done to her!” Anders leaped to his feet as the outpouring of PK ripples died down all around them.

      The youth merely tottered on his legs, leaning over to cough and put his hands on his knees.

      “Your friend will be okay,” the Morathian said, now reaching Anders’s side. “Psychic shock. Her mind is healing itself from the trauma she just experienced.”

      Anders glared at the teenager, who only looked sullenly back at him. “That doesn’t explain what he did to her,” he said suspiciously, before crouching down to check on his friend. “Dalia, can you hear me?” he whispered. He realized that he had no idea how to tell if an Ilythian was seriously ill or not. He might just have to take the Morathian at his word.

      “I’m… I think I’m going to be okay…” Dalia shook her head again, focusing on the ground before looking up at him. Her eyes didn’t seem to want to focus.

      “That boy is possibly our greatest weapon,” Sergeant Melania said. “He’s PK.”

      “No, really?” Anders said sarcastically, and then to Dalia, “Can you walk?” He knew that he would be prepared to take Dalia out of there that instant and back to the Nova if he had to.

      “Ilythians are latent psychics,” the boy said with a hiss of pain. “Any psychic can be a danger if led to uncontrollable feelings. I took those feelings away.” Anders saw that the boy was wincing as he straightened up, holding a hand to his own forehead. “That’s my ability. Move thoughts and feelings around.”

      “Where did you put it?” Anders asked.

      The boy shrugged, accepting the water bottle that Melania presented to him and gulping it down. “I’ve still got it. Inside. All of her pain at seeing her kinspeople die. Her sadness at the loss of all of their histories and stories—gone in an instant.”

      “You’re carrying all of that?” Anders asked in a quieter voice. He looked too young to hold onto such serious pain.

      “It’s true,” Dalia whispered. “I feel…hazy. But calmer.”

      The boy looked at them both, still rubbing his temples in apparent agony. “Perhaps it’s time we told them, showed them, what’s going on…”
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      Anders was still unsure whether Dalia was up to the task, but the Ilythian had assured him that she was.

      “I need to do something, I think,” Dalia had said. Her voice had been even more singsong than usual, and it had a faraway tone that Anders didn’t like. If he was still working as a police officer on Hectamon 7, then he would have said that she was drugged.

      The pair had gotten back into singer-sergeant Melania’s shuttle, along with Erebus, the Morathian, the boy, and a handful of other New Dawn members. It was dark outside by the time they had lifted off, turning the shuttle and flying through the neon-lit streets of the frontier town. The windows of the shuttle were one-way, and through them, Anders could see the various revelers, merchants, and mercenaries reeling from one bar to another. This place became lawless at night, Anders could see.

      “You think?” Anders whispered low to Dalia at his side. It was impossible to keep the others from hearing what they were saying, but he still attempted a private conversation.

      “It’s like…” Dalia mumbled. “I know what happened, and I know what I saw on the holo. Eadaryn destroyed. It was a beautiful place. I have been there many times. I knew people who lived there…” Anders watched as her eyes went glassy once more, and then refocused on him. “But I can feel nothing about it. No pain. No empathy. No anger.”

      The lieutenant felt a flash of anger on the Ilythian’s behalf. How dare anyone take away someone’s feelings!

      But if someone had offered after Cassie and Sibbi? Anders didn’t know just what he would have agreed to do back then to take away his pain.

      “The feelings will come back,” the youth said awkwardly. “But not as strong. I just gave your mind time to grow stronger around them.”

      “Hmm.” Dalia nodded, as if this idea didn’t bother her at all.

      “You seem to know a lot about PK, for one so young,” Anders said, trying to keep the skepticism from his voice.

      The youth then looked at the older Morathian, who cleared his throat and spoke for him. “J-14 was guided to my care on Morath by the psychic. The voice that you heard that guided you here too,” the Morathian said. “My name is Father Benedict.”

      “J-14?” Anders frowned.

      “It is an odd name for a child, isn’t it?” Father Benedict said sadly. “That is because J-14 was taken from his parents as a babe and raised in a throne facility for the training of psychics.”

      Anders had never heard of any such facilities, and Father Benedict did not appear surprised.

      “That is because it is all highly illegal. You know that the uptake of genetic therapy is almost total across the Reach of the Throne, of course?” he said with a tone of disgust. The Proximians also appeared to scowl deeper.

      “What I have come to learn, through J-14, is that during childhood, when one goes through all of the regular inoculations and boosters and so on, we are all also subject to detailed genetic testing for PK ability,” Father Benedict said heavily. “Those who appear to have some level of ability are taken away. Stolen.”

      Anders eyes narrowed. The very thought that the Gene Seer doctors had been messing about with Sibbi’s genes, or willing to snatch her away from him, made him want to spit fire.

      “I see that you understand the outrage that this is. The children are never seen or heard from again. J-14 here is the only one lucky enough to escape—with the voice’s help,” Father Benedict said slowly.

      This is all interlinked… Anders could feel the puzzle pieces clicking into place. “The clones,” he turned to say to Dalia, who nodded distractedly. The two clones who couldn’t—shouldn’t—have existed and who had been trying to get word to the Terevesin envoy… They had both been murdered before they could do so, and they had been latent PKs.

      And the Gene Seers had tried to kill me for even getting close to them, Anders thought. The Gene Seers were the only ones capable of cloning—a technology that everyone had thought impossible—and they had somehow made PK clones, at that.

      Out of the genes they had harvested from poor psychokenetics like J-14 here. Anders looked at the youth in a new light. He was a victim of the throne, just like Anders and Dalia and so many others had been.

      “And this all has something to do with the war against the Ilythians. The staged war,” Anders muttered. Was it just that the Golden Throne—the Eternal Empress herself—was power-mad? Wanted to attack the only other civilization with PK abilities?

      “The voice tells me that the Eternal Empress is developing a weapon. A terrible weapon,” J-14 said softly in the darkness of the shuttle. “Something that could destroy the entire galaxy if we let her get it. That is why the voice freed me. That is why she freed you, too.”

      “Do you know who she is? Where she is?” Anders asked, leaning forward suddenly.

      J-14 shook his head. “I don’t. I think maybe she is like me. Another psychic who must be working for the empress somehow.”

      Anders was about to ask more, but there was a sudden bang on the inner wall that separated the cab from the main body of the small shuttle.

      “We’re almost there,” called Sergeant Melania. “Prepare yourselves!”

      “Prepare ourselves for what?” Anders asked.

      “For Holding Facility 12,” Erebus across from them said, slamming a spare battery clip into the back of his medium blaster. His belt already had two. “That voice you’re talking about? She’s been leaking messages that the throne has been shipping their stolen children through the port right here on Benevolent. And so, the New Dawn is going to put a stop to it.”

      “We’re about to attack a Golden Throne secret facility,” Anders stated shakily. He wished that someone had told him earlier.
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        * * *

      

      Holding Facility 12 looked exactly like any other of the super-large hangars that sat on the outskirts of the frontier town. It was a long rectangle of metal, with large blast doors at the front, and presumably at the back as well. Anders thought he could have fit two clippers inside very neatly, if he had wanted to.

      It stood next to others of the exact same size, but while the others had a scattering of shuttles and tracked craft parked in front of them—everything from personal vehicles to loaders—this one had nothing.

      Melania had parked in front of the adjacent warehouse, setting the shuttle down behind a row of tanker vehicles.

      “We haven’t seen any surveillance equipment, but she’s sure to have something,” Melania said.

      “What’s your plan?” Anders asked.

      In response, the New Dawners looked at J-14, who blanched.

      “Wait a minute,” Anders protested. “He’s just a kid. We can’t expect—”

      “It’s alright,” the youth said. “I can do it.” And at that, he unclipped his seat harness and stood up with a yawn and a stretch. His eyes were still round and owlish with concern, and Anders thought that the oversized service suit made him look even younger.

      “You know what to do,” Erebus muttered to him.

      “Only if you’re sure,” Father Benedict murmured.

      “I do, and I am,” the boy said, “just be ready when it kicks off.” He hit the door release button and stepped out into the night. Erebus counted to ten, then indicated that they were to follow him out of the shuttle as quietly as they could.

      Stepping down with a crunch on the sandy dirt outside, Anders saw that Erebus had already ghosted to the edge of the two tankers and was looking between them at the forecourt of Holding Facility 12. Anders followed him, looking between the struts and undercarriage of the vehicle.

      J-14 was walking nonchalantly to the main blast doors, illuminated by the circle of white light from the overhead LEDs. He got about two-thirds of the way there before a robotic voice suddenly said, “HALT!”

      There. Rising out of the ground with a puff of dirt was a rounded gray-metal orb with one dull red light for an eye. A security drone.

      “Frack!” Anders heard Erebus swear.

      “What is it?” Sergeant Melania asked from behind Anders.

      “They’re using drones. The boy’s powers will be useless against them!” Erebus hissed.

      They had been planning to send in J-14 alone to disrupt the guard’s minds!? Anders thought in shock. What sort of soldier did that!? “Out of the way,” Anders muttered, taking his pistol from his holster and stepping forward.

      “Wait!” Melania put a restraining hand on his arm and whispered back to the view space between the underside of the tanker. “Look!”

      The security drone held the boy in a spotlight of warning red, but the main blast doors were also sliding open. A group of men and women dressed like the New Dawners or the mercenaries of Benevolent—all patchwork battle-plate and service jackets—emerged, but Anders could tell that they were Throne Marines.

      It’s the crewcuts, he thought, a little self-consciously. And the way they perfectly fanned out around the intruder in a surround-and-overwhelm fashion.

      Well, that and the fact that they all have Throne Marine laser rifles, Anders thought. He sighted with his pistol. Any qualms that he might have had about shooting a Throne Marine were gone, now that he saw them surrounding a kid.

      “On your knees! Hands where I can see them!” the security drone barked, hovering just a meter or so from J-14’s face.

      Jake. I’m going to start calling him Jake, Anders thought as he aimed.

      “Not yet,” Melania cautioned him again at his side. “Give him a chance.”

      A chance? Anders thought. Jake is what, fourteen!?

      But then the lieutenant saw what happened next. The security drone hovered away as J-14–or Jake—lowered himself to his knees with hands in the air. The first Throne Marine stepped forward, putting aside his rifle as he took out a set of magnet-lock cuffs.

      “We were told about you,” Anders clearly heard the burly crewcut man say as he reached for the youth’s wrists. “Decided to come back, did ya? The real world too tough for ya?”

      The man seized the youth’s wrists with his own hands. Jake moved, twisting his hands so they clamped around the Marine’s bare wrist—past the line of his glove.

      “Urk!” The Marine let out a small coughing sound before gasping, “Oh god!” Both figures fell to one side, Jake kicking his legs to roll as he held onto the Marine’s wrist.

      Touch sensitive. Anders remembered Dalia’s PK talent, and just what Jake had said a little while earlier. ‘I move thoughts and feelings around.’

      “Captain!” The other Marines were shocked for a second, before bursting into action, jumping forward with their rifles, but the bodies of the Marine and the boy were too intertwined.

      “Now!” Melania hissed and fired. Her shot took out the first Marine in a laser shot that sent him flying back into his fellows.

      Anders shot the knee of the next, knowing that was one of the weakest places for the partial battle-plate. Beside him, Erebus fired from around the corner and broke into a charging run. Three Throne Marines down in not even as many seconds as the rest of Melania’s New Dawn team started firing.

      “J! Cover!” Anders shouted as he followed Erebus, feet pounding across the dusty forecourt. There were still three Marines left who had been at the back of the pincer movement. They were now running back to the facility. Doubtless for reinforcements, Anders thought as he savagely kicked the Marine that he had fired upon and shot a quick burst of pistol-fire at the retreating figures.

      One shot hit one of the men dead in the center of the back, slamming him to the warehouse wall beside the door. The next missed, but Erebus was already amongst them, swinging his rifle like a club as he swept one from his feet and smacked the next over the head with an audible crack.

      Anders paused as Melania, Dalia, and the other New Dawners ran past him to finish the job. He crouched by the youth, Jake, pointing a pistol at the Marine that the youth still held onto.

      Not that he needed to, the lieutenant realized. The man was shaking and crying, his eyes screwed shut at the horror of something that only he could see or feel.

      “Jake… Jake?” Anders was saying, carefully patting the youth on the back to encourage him to let go. The youth was sweating too, but he let go and rolled backward, panting heavily.

      “Jake?” he asked, looking up, pain making him squint.

      “That’s what I’m going to call you from now on,” Anders said, offering his hand. “Come on up.”

      Anders saw the boy look at Anders’s exposed, bare palm as he offered it to him. “You sure? I can’t always control it,” he whispered.

      “I trust you,” Anders said and grabbed the youth’s bare palm. Nothing flowed between them apart from friendship as the police lieutenant hauled the youth to his feet. “What did you do to him?” Anders asked.

      “I gave him the Ilythian’s feelings,” the youth said.

      All of that rage. Guilt. Misery. Pain… Anders looked at the almost catatonic man on the floor. He almost felt sorry for him. But not much.

      “They shouldn’t have used you like that,” Anders said darkly as the Morathian arrived last, checking that Jake was alright.

      “It’s okay,” the youth said, but to Anders’s eyes, he still looked owlish with pain or discomfort at the effort.

      “Move out!” Melania called from the open metal doors. “There won’t be much time. They’ll have already triggered the alarms!”

      The security drone! Anders remembered, looking around for the hanging orb, but it had vanished during the fighting. It was probably transmitting its distress beacon right now.

      “You two stay behind me,” Anders growled at Jake and Father Benedict as he joined the assault on Holding Facility 12.
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            Benevolent Near-Orbit

          

        

      

    

    
      Far above the surface of the planet, the dark fabric of space flickered and rippled as a ship jumped.

      The Code-X Reconnaissance craft looked a little like a much smaller version of the Reaver-class boat that the Commander-General Cread used. It was a narrow and elongated arrowhead of black metal, about twice the size of the clipper that Lieutenant Corsigon and Dalia had used.

      Its front viewing windows were similarly black triangles, with a line of small round portholes running along the side. Under its prow was a collection of long weapons modules that turned into pipes and housing units on its fuselage. The recon craft’s solid-state FTL engines’ purple-blue haze slowly started to fade as the red burn of its more conventional engines took over.

      The black dart looked like a murderous accusation, pointing down at the disparate lights of the Benevolent township below.

      Inside the craft, the pilot’s forward screens started to blare with information.

      “Throne vessel, identify yourself! This is a protectorate outpost of the Proxima Republic! The Lindsberg Treaty, clause 218, expressly forbids any throne or republic military vessels—”

      The pilot reached forward with her black-gloved hands and killed the comms channel. The Lindberg Treaty was a joke, she knew. The outpost world below them was already alive with Golden Throne military. It was their own messages that had alerted the Black Rose.

      But now that she was here, the Black Rose’s comms screen wasn’t just filled with the coded messages from her informants.

      1101010: Ilythian sighted, accompanying human male. Maegar’s Bar.

      0101100: Eyes on clipper. Vessel confirmed.

      Now her comms screen was also alive with the code-red general alert that had been fired just minutes before.

      “Alpha-black access. Voice identification,” the Black Rose said from where she sat in the cockpit. Her red hair was tied up behind her head, and she wore a singular eye-field with the recon craft’s targeting controls overlaid on it.

      
        
        CODE RED GENERAL ALERT:

        SOURCE: Sec.Drone 39014, Holding Facility 12.

        MESSAGE BEGINS: Priority-1 Suspect J-14 observed at Benevolent Holding Facility 12. Full engagement by hostile forces. 6x human, 1x Ilythian. Throne Marines responding. Holding Facility 12 breached.

      

      

      The Black Rose narrowed her eyes as a small frown turned her lips downward.

      “Highlight Holding Facility 12,” her voice came back right as her targeting field zeroed in and magnified the area of the viewing screen where the nondescript warehouse stood.

      In the assassin’s hands were her flight controls, with the firing triggers and buttons for all the advanced weaponry that the recon craft had to offer. It was very tempting to open fire on Holding Facility 12 from here, in her warm cockpit. She was sure that a barrage of medium-heavy lasers would bring the roof down on that place, killing all those inside.

      The Black Rose sighed as her fingers moved away from the tempting triggers. It wouldn’t go down well with her superiors if she wantonly destroyed throne property, despite the benefit to her mission.

      And they probably want this J-14 suspect alive, she thought, reaching out to flick her hand through the holo-controls and pull up J-14’s criminal files.

      
        
        PRIORITY-ONE SUSPECTS/HUMANS/: 3459 results.

        Search: “J-14”

        Record Found.

        FILE: J-14. ACCESS DENIED.

      

      

      “What?” The Black Rose frowned at the file. “Alpha-black override,” she said again, to once again have her top-level intelligence access denied.

      The woman’s face darkened. This was just like what had happened after the Reaver had landed and Commander-General Cread had found her. She had reported back, as she was trained to do, using her mnemonic training and enhanced thinking processes to recount every detail of what had happened on Barakar.

      Lieutenant Corsigon. The Ilythian Agent, she recalled, and…that voice.

      A child’s voice, and one that had been so blatantly psychic that it had managed to send a PK wave through the ansible link. And it had been working against her, in aid of those she pursued.

      And when the Black Rose had asked commander-general about the voice—who it was and what it meant…

      Access denied, the Black Rose remembered. “There are many secrets that protect the Eternal Empress,” Cread had looked at her and said. “And not even you have a right to know them.”

      The Black Rose had accepted it of course. She was a trained soldier, a willing killer. Cread had been the first person to talk to her like a human being, and to treat her with obvious admiration and respect.

      So then, why did she feel betrayed?

      The Black Rose shook her head, typing out a message through the secure ansible link direct to Commander-General Cread.

      
        
        CODE-X RECON VESSEL: Suspects spotted on Benevolent, Holding Facility 12. The Ilythian Agent. Lt. Corsigon. J-14. How do I proceed?

      

        

      
        LD. GEN., REAVER VESSEL: Maximum discretion. Neutralize suspects. Keep facility secure until reinforcements arrive.

      

      

      Damn, the Black Rose thought. Cread wanted her to secure the facility, which meant that it was valuable enough to the throne to not have its roof punctured from space by a barrage of ship-based weapons.

      Nothing was ever easy in her line of work, she thought as she clicked on the recon craft’s camouflage shielding and hurtled toward her target.
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            The Pods

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the warehouse was, rather disappointingly, an empty warehouse.

      “It’s a front,” Anders said, moving to the fore as Erebus and Melania flanked him on one side, Dalia on the other, with Father Benedict and Jake behind. Anders held his hand out to stop any of them following too closely.

      “Moriarty?” Anders woke up the dormant simulated intelligence, which he hadn’t even had a chance to use since leaving Barakar. “Full sensor sweep.”

      “Affirmative, sir,” the cultured, pristine tones of the personality construct said.

      Ahead of them was a wide hangar-style room, and they could all plainly see the struts and supports that held the roof and the wall panels in place. The floor was a solid plate of concrete. Little else was visible.

      “Scans complete. Massive energy readouts from below, and lighter drafts of airflow coming up from the floor approximately seven yards ahead of you, which I presume to be a concealed doorway down. And, just to add some fun, there are multiple trip-field lines across the floor,” Moriarty said.

      Dammit! Anders wished that he had his full suit, even his old MPB suit would have a helmet visor that could overlay the scan images. “You’ll have to guide us through, Moriarty,” he said.

      “I anticipated your request,” the S.I. replied, if anything, smugly. “Forward three regular paces, and then raise your foot half a meter off the ground, step forward approximately one half a meter.”

      “Right, everyone copy what I am doing exactly,” Anders explained to them all what Moriarty had detected, and the New Dawners formed a line behind Anders. To any outside observer, it would look like a rolling wave of human steps, or a slow-motion image of people running.

      “Forward ten paces. Side-step three, repeat motion,” Moriarty relayed as Anders and the rest started making their careful way to the center of the room. Although Anders couldn’t see it, he guessed that the Marines had set up localized trip-fields, which were projected energy fields just like what a ship used as shield or for the walls of an iso-cell. When any movement hit one, they would trigger whatever security measures they were programmed to. Anders had used smaller units like these on stakeouts, programming their tripped activations to deliver powerful electric shocks.

      The New Dawn fighters managed to get a third of the way across the room, with Anders seeing where a faint dark line of a rectangle was visible ahead of him.

      And then someone tripped one of the alarms.

      BAWAAO! The air was split by sudden deafening klaxons, and glaring lights flashed from the ceilings, disorientating them.

      “Run!” Anders shouted as he sprang forward, even though his eyes were still clouded with after-images. He also knew precisely why these disorientation devices where used.

      To hide an attack.

      Anders skidded to a halt over the rectangle shape. It just looked like a darker line separating the concrete. No obvious access points. “Moriarty, get that thing open!” he yelled, taking a knee and raising his pistol.

      Small objects burst from the walls and flew toward the intruders.

      More security drones, only these were fashioned into sharpened, star-like steel points.

      A sudden shout as Erebus fell to one knee, his other leg sliced by one of the drone-spears. Anders saw the spray of blood from the New Dawner’s calf in the strobing lights.

      “Sir! Duck!” Moriarty said, just as another of the projectiles spun past his ducking head. He could hear the whine and shriek as it moved.

      Others of the New Dawn were less lucky. One of the smaller men was punched straight in the chest and sent careening to the floor, dead by the impact before he even hit the ground.

      “Hans!” Anders heard Melania scream. She was already combat-crawling across the floor, too low for the projectiles to perform their sweeping attacks.

      Where’s Dalia? Jake! Anders rolled, looking around.

      Jake was crab-crawling toward him, with Father Benedict having thrown an arm over the youth’s shoulders to try to cover him. Dalia, however, was standing up tall and straight in the middle of the onslaught, and she was transformed by the flashing lights.

      She looked like some primal warrior goddess, Anders thought, as she roundhouse kicked one of the spear-drones straight from the air with a spray of exploding metal and wires, spinning around to backhand the next as it shot toward her, before ducking her torso as one flew over her head, then jump-kicking a third.

      She looks pretty good doing this, Anders thought.

      There was a sudden burst of steam beside Anders from the seals of the trapdoor.

      “Door controls hacked. Don’t they use alpha-level encryption anymore?” Moriarty appeared to snicker—not that simulated intelligences were supposed to have senses of humor.

      “Everyone, in!” Anders ordered as the door started to slide away, revealing a set of steps running down into the dark. He didn’t have time to worry about any more security measures as he jumped ahead, pistol raised.
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        * * *

      

      “What in the heck are these?” Anders asked as he slowed, but was jostled forward by Melania, Jake, Father Benedict and the others following him down.

      “Don’t stop! My people are getting slaughtered up there!” Melania said, running down the steps to the bottom, before looking up to see what Anders had seen.

      “What?” she exclaimed in horror.

      The surviving members of the New Dawn squad had rolled, fallen, and jumped down the trapdoor, and as soon as their movement signatures had left the upstairs warehouse, all lights clicked off, and there was the thudding metallic noise of the drone-spears falling uselessly to the floor beside those they had managed to kill.

      But what was in front of Anders completely took his mind off what had just happened. The room was the same floor space as the one above, which meant that it was large. One half had apparently been given over for a Marine area where lockers, gym equipment, and communication consoles were arranged.

      The other half of the room, however, was filled with row upon row of clear glass tubes.

      “Like mine,” J-14 said. “Only without the liquid.”

      “The liquid?” Anders frowned. Who kept a boy pickled in a jar, just like…

      “J-14, I mean, Jake,” Father Benedict said in a hushed, distracted voice, “was kept in a bio-nutrient formula, but these poor people aren’t.”

      Ahead of them, Anders saw that there were rows upon rows of teenagers—Anders guessed they were older than Jake, but only by a few years—in crystal-glass tubes. They wore simple encounter suits of white-gray, and the most distressing thing about them was the fact that each of them were completely shaven-headed.

      This was so a simple skullcap of silver material could sit on top of their head, with nodes around its edge. Each inhabitant was suspended in a bluish field, and each and every one looked unconscious.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Anders said.

      “It must be some sort of induced sleep…” Father Benedict frowned.

      “This is…dishonorable,” Dalia hissed, walking up to stand beside Anders. She seemed to have regained some of her earlier passion and life since destroying more than half the spear-drones above, all on her own.

      “Sir? I’ve conducted a scan. They all appear to be collecting and relaying information to the console at the back,” Moriarty said, and Anders looked up to see that each tube had a thick umbilical cord of wires attached to the lid before joining with the other cables in one massive conduit, suspended over their heads. This conduit ran to the rear of the room, where a bank of computer servers stood.

      “Collecting and relaying information,” Anders repeated grimly, already moving to the servers. “Moriarty? Can you access this framework? Unlock the tubes or decouple the teenagers or something?”

      “I can try, sir. Please interface my node with the server bank.” Anders saw that the large metal frame had many layers of crystal-glass, interlaced with gold wire, just like at the Gene Seer facility back on Hectamon 7. He found the connecting port and detached the small metal node at his lapel, pressing it into the corresponding holder, where the small crystal in its center glowed a dim green to show that it had activated.

      “Processing, sir,” Moriarty said, and this time, the simulated voice was broadcast loudly throughout the room, via some hidden function of the server banks themselves.

      Anders turned to see that Jake had accompanied him, pausing as he peered into the tubes around him.

      “You were in a place like this?” Anders whispered, and the youth nodded.

      Anders felt a cold fury clutch at his heart. When they were done here, he would make sure that each and every scrap of this technology was blown into the Void.

      “Ah, I see,” Moriarty’s voice burst out. It sounded hesitant, and Anders had never heard Moriarty be hesitant about anything. It was simply not in his programming.

      “What is it?”

      “All of these that you see before you are genetically diverse throne humans. Not clones, sir,” Moriarty said.

      “I can see that,” Anders growled. The two clones he had seen dead back in his home Hecta System had been as hairless as babes, but not shaved. They had been fully grown adults, but with curiously pudgy, un-wrinkled or lived-in skin. As if they had been grown and not fully formed yet.

      “All PK latent,” Moriarty continued. “This server bank is a mixture of Void and Gene Seer technology, allowing biological energy patterns—the electrical firing of their neurons—to be translated into a radiation signal and beamed through a built-in ansible link to…” There was a pause. “Imperial 1.”

      Imperial 1. The center of the Golden Throne empire. The home of the Eternal Empress herself. Anders clenched his fist. If there was any way that his previous actions could have been deemed an attempt to save the Golden Throne empire, whatever he did now to interfere with this would be a direct act of treason.

      “I believe, in the colloquial terms, sir,” Moriarty continued, “that these people are forming some kind of psychic battery, and all of that energy is being piped back to the Eternal Empress.”

      His voice suddenly glitched and stopped, and at the same time, all the lights on the server bank winked out.

      “Oh crap,” Anders whispered in the dark.
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            Into the Void

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hgh!” It was pitch black, save for the slight exhalation and a soft thud from somewhere behind Anders.

      What? Had one of the New Dawners walked into one of the tubes?

      “Sound off!” Melania called out.

      “Moriarty, what’s happening?” Anders hissed. Although he couldn’t even see the server bank, he knew that it was right in front of him.

      “…frequencies! Multiple vectors— Duck!” Moriarty’s voice snarled in static, not booming from the server speakers but using the node’s tiny audio field. Anders didn’t know what was going on, but he slapped a hand out to his side, found an arm, and pulled whoever it was with him as he hit the floor.

      Something whizzed past his head. He couldn’t see it, but he heard its passage through the air. More security drones!?

      “Urk!” This time, the grunt of pain was unmistakable, and there was another thud as someone fell to the floor behind them.

      “Moriarty, I need power, now!” Anders hissed and then rolled, still holding onto whomever he had grabbed.

      “Hey!” It was Jake, stumbling across the floor beside him.

      “Echk!” Another thud.

      “Light it up!” Anders heard Melania shout, and there was a sudden bloom of phosphorescence as she fired an illumination round to the rear of the room. Everything was cast in stark black and white, and as Anders turned, he saw who it was that was attacking them.

      It was the Black Rose. She stood halfway down the steps with a pistol in one hand and the other upheld. There appeared to be some sort of gauntlet on her wrist, and then Anders saw them: two small, spinning gunmetal shapes that flashed in the light of the illumination round. They were returning from a killing arc. It looked as though they had already killed three people.

      Anders fired and kept firing as the Black Rose dove out of the way, leaping from the stairs through the air and behind one of the tubes.

      Dammit! Anders stopped firing and pushed Jake toward the nearest tube with its unconscious teenager inside.

      Although they could see now, the New Dawn and their allies were in no less danger. Anders crouched, keeping Jake down as Melania and Dalia were similarly crouching behind other tubes. How many had the Black Rose’s assassin-bots, or whatever they were, killed already? He gritted his teeth and ducked out from the side of the tube.

      Suddenly, the Black Rose threw her wrist in his direction, and one of the spinning gray drone-things sliced through the air between the tubes.

      Anders dodged back, just as the flying blades shot past his temple, curved in a wide arc, and came back to her wrist.

      “Give it up, Corsigon,” he heard the woman call out. “I’ve got a destroyer full of Marines coming this way. You don’t stand a chance.”

      “Screw you!” Anders heard Sergeant Melania say as she turned to fire.

      “Ach!” Melania hit the floor, a line of red shooting up her arm where one of the Black Rose’s blade-things had caught her.

      “I can do this all night, you imbeciles,” the Black Rose laughed.

      Anders looked at Dalia, and he could tell that she was thinking about making a move. She was quick. Very quick. Her Ilythian genes made her much quicker than the average human.

      She might make it, Anders thought.

      But she wasn’t going to if he didn’t act first.

      Anders signaled for her to wait, took a deep breath, and stepped out from behind the tube where he was sheltering with Jake, raising his pistol.

      “STOP THIS!” The room lights blared on, and a voice roared into the space. But it didn’t come from the audio speakers of the server console, it came from the mouths of every one of the teenagers in their tubes.

      At the same time, Anders and everyone else were forced to their knees by the force of the PK blast. It was the same voice that he had heard before. The girl.

      “There is no time for this!” the girl’s voice said, and with every syllable, Anders felt the bones of his jaw vibrating in his head.

      “All you who would avert a galactic apocalypse, you must leave this place. The Eternal Empress has the weapon now. It will kill all of us!”

      Anders tried to maintain his crouch, but the anger radiating from the girl’s voice was too much. He felt like his head had been put in a vice.

      “The empress has been gathering psychics to make batteries to power the weapon. She can now create entire clone-banks to increase its power.”

      “What is it!?” Anders heard someone shout out. It was Dalia, the only person here apart from Jake who might be able to withstand the psychic assault.

      Instead of an explanation, Anders gasped as he saw clearly in his mind an image of space. It was a region that he didn’t know from any of the star constellations.

      And in the center of that image was an orb. From the ever-moving surface detail, it looked to be a gigantic orb, whose skin rippled with blacks, mauves, purples, and sudden threads of glowing gold.

      If you could get an inverted sun, that is what it would look like, Anders thought. He didn’t know what it was, but he could feel the dread power it had. Enough to go supernova. Enough to form a black hole. Enough to wipe out a galaxy?

      “It is one of the oldest forces in the near universe. It will easily destroy us as it has destroyed countless other civilizations before. Please, you must stop her. The more psychics you can unplug from her schemes, the less powerful it will be,” the voice continued through the mouths of the psychic teenagers just like the ones that she was talking about.

      “35’6’01011, Sector 8. That is where the one who can diffuse this weapon is. Take the boy.”

      35’6’01011? Anders thought. Those were galactic coordinates. Was she asking them to go on another hair-raising mission? “Sector 8,” he said out loud, realizing that was exactly what the voice was asking them to do.

      The thing was, there was no Sector 8. Sector 8 was the general name that the throne used for any travel beyond the galactic rim.

      The Void.

      The voice suddenly screamed, and every glass tube shattered outward, covering them all with a fine dust of crystal-glass fragments. The lights went out save for the illumination round, and Anders knew that the voice was gone.

      Anders rose unsteadily to his feet, his pistol seeking the Black Rose.

      But she was gone. She had used the scream to hide her escape.

      “Frack it!” the MPB officer growled. In between them were the slowly murmuring voices of the waking psychics, next to a whole lot of dead bodies. Erebus was dead. The Voider woman was dead. Hans.

      Father Benedict.

      “No!” Jake ran to the older man’s side.

      “Sergeant?” Anders hissed. “Can your network take care of these people?” He gestured to the psychics.

      Melania was holding her bleeding arm, but she nodded. It was only her now, of all the New Dawn who had been there.

      “Then do it. Get them somewhere safe. Look after them,” Anders snapped. His eyes sought Dalia, who was beside him, looking serious.

      “We will stop her,” Dalia growled. “The empress.”

      Anders nodded once, sharply, as he reached for the sobbing youth. “Jake, we have to go. Please, we have to.”

      “Don’t touch me!” the youth who had been J-14 hissed suddenly, looking up at Anders and Dalia. His eyes were bloodshot, and his pupils were just tiny beads. “It’s not safe,” he muttered, releasing the dead Father Benedict’s hand as he stood, following Anders and Dalia back out of the underground facility to flee into the night—toward the Void.
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      Benevolent

      

      “I am…disappointed,” the holo of Commander-General Cread said, his usually handsome face drawn into a snarl.

      Not as disappointed as I am. The genetically-created assassin surprised herself with the thought. The edge of her mouth pulled down slightly at her own misdemeanor. Where had that come from?

      The woman known as the Black Rose stood a little under six foot, with skin like alabaster and waves of red hair that she had shaken out from her braid. She wore her usual black mesh, tight-fitting combat suit with its many pockets, filled with the tools of her trade. Around her was the shattered mess of Holding Facility 12, the large containment tubes broken or cracked, their precious cargo gone.

      Behind Black Rose worked the Throne Marines—none of them wearing Throne Marine colors of course, but all of them in general fatigues and part-armor that was nonetheless several thousand credits better quality than the ones the Benevolent mercenaries wore.

      The holo of her superior officer, Commander-General Cread himself, was regarding her intently. His attention made her feel unsteady, but she always felt discombobulated after a fight. It’s the adrenaline, she told herself, before wondering why she had to remind herself of that fact at all.

      “Is there any reason why you were unable to complete your mission?” Cread appeared to turn, walking away to pick up something from an invisible desk and returning with a tumbler of liquid.

      He’s enjoying this, Black Rose thought. She knew that he always enjoyed interrogations—or ‘meetings,’ as he liked to call them—but it had never bothered her before. Maybe because she had never been at the receiving end of one.

      Black Rose considered what had happened, and how Lieutenant Corsigon, the Ilythian, and the PK youth had gotten away.

      “There were greater numbers,” she started by saying, which was true. The targets had been surrounded by members of the New Dawn, a dissident terrorist group who had already committed dozens of acts of piracy and sabotage against Golden Throne resources and facilities.

      “That has never been an issue before. Can you explain why it was this time?” Cread asked slowly.

      “You’re right,” Black Rose granted him. She had been dropped from drone-copters into the centers of pirate camps and had fought her way out before. She had snuck into gangster casinos, right into the heart of their operation, and been the only one to walk out, smoke still rising from her laser pistol and blood on her combat boots.

      “That wasn’t the issue,” Black Rose said, “Commander-General, sir,” she added, before taking a breath.

      It was that voice, wasn’t it? Her eyes strayed to the burnt-out control console at one end of the room, just like the ansible link on distant Barakar where it had first come through. Both times she had heard it, the force of the voice’s PK abilities had knocked her to the floor and had blown out the transmitter it had been using.

      A girl’s voice. A young girl. Black Rose’s highly-trained mind scrabbled at the facts, but the experience was like a mirrored surface—she could gain no purchase with which to strategize and extrapolate from.

      A young girl who had sounded lost and scared, and yet somehow resonated PK power through data-space…

      “Then what was the issue?” the commander sighed, setting the tumbler down in front of her, for it to disappear from the image. The assassin saw him cross his arms over his chest, and she knew he was close to losing his temper.

      “Once again, there was an intercession from the unknown actor I described in my previous report, sir,” Black Rose said. “The voice.”

      She saw the holo of the man who was perhaps the closest person to her—apart from the Architrex of the Gene Seers, the leader of the laboratory that had created her—flinch.

      “What did it say,” he hissed. Black Rose saw him making gestures in the air, obviously activating or deactivating various holo-controls around his personal ready room as the result of this new information.

      “It gave the dissidents a set of coordinates for one who would give them aid in Sector 8,” the Black Rose said.

      “Sector 8?” Commander-General Cread’s eyes narrowed. Everyone knew that Sector 8 was more or less a euphemism for everything beyond this side of the Milky Way Galaxy. The place where the stars were so few that they could be counted, and where the night seemed to stretch on forever.

      Beyond the edge of the Milky Way itself—the Void.

      “What were the coordinates?” the commander-general asked tersely.

      “35’6’01011,” Black Rose recalled easily. Another advantage of being the product of a laboratory was having an enhanced, perfect, working memory.

      “Go,” Cread snapped. “Don’t bother to apprehend them. Full neutralization, at any cost!” he said, making a cutting motion in the air as his holo winked out, leaving the Black Rose looking at the small, portable transmitter unit she had set on the floor.

      At any cost? She looked at the inert, black, spider-like transmitter for a moment longer. “Do you mean my life too, sir?” she whispered, before blinking several times.

      Of course it meant that. She had always understood just what the nature of her assignments were. She had always known that she was an expendable cog in a larger machine…

      Then why am I feeling this… The woman struggled for a word to describe what this new emotion was. Failure? Sadness?

      She crouched to pack up the transmitter, and one of the Throne Marines approached her, dragging behind him a drowsy, semi-conscious woman with dyed blonde hair and ridiculously-red lipstick. Even despite the heavy welts and bruises around her temples, and the blood trickling from a cut just under the hairline, and the jagged tear that ran down her arm, the woman still struggled.

      “We apprehended this one at the air-fields,” the Marine coughed. “Looks like she was either just about to flee or stayed behind…”

      “You’ll never get them…” the captive mumbled as her Marine guard forced her to her knees in front of the Black Rose.

      “You are the leader of the New Dawn?” Black Rose stated. She tapped one of the nodes on her neck and a small holo of information appeared in the air about the suspect.

      “Melania Adams, or Murial Y’Coals, or Miranda Petrova, presumed Sergeant Adams of the Proxima Republic, suspected of being one of a subversive infiltration unit,” she read out.

      “This is Benevolent,” the woman managed to open the one eye that wasn’t swollen and gummed with dried blood. “This planet is Proximian. You haven’t got any authority…”

      Black Rose let out a small sigh. “While the Proxima Republic is recognized by the Golden Throne, that does not mean it has sovereignty,” she stated. It was a long-running bone of contention between the two human factions. “And besides which…” She looked at the woman with apparent pity. “I’m sure you know how this goes, Sergeant. The sort of work that people like us do—it was never about authority or sovereignty, was it?”

      The woman was silent, her head threatening to slump forward just a little.

      “Tell me what you were doing here,” Black Rose said. “Tell me what aid you gave to the Golden Throne criminal, Lt. Anders Corsigon, and the Ilythian spy…”

      “Screw…you,” the woman said, wobbling in place.

      Black Rose looked at the woman for a moment longer before shaking her head. It was almost a shame that such fanaticism was always directed toward a losing cause.

      “Take her away.” She waved her hand, just as the sergeant did decide to talk.

      “Don’t you even care!?” Sergeant Melania Adams cried as the Throne Marine grabbed her under the arms and started hauling her back. “They were farming children here! Doesn’t that touch even your icy heart!?”

      Black Rose paused where she had turned. It was what that strange little girl’s voice had said too. That the Golden Throne was farming PK-latent children and growing them in the very containment tubes that were shattered all around her.

      And it was true, Black Rose thought, because she had seen them as she had attacked Lt. Corsigon and Adams’s New Dawn cell.

      “You’ll never get the ones we got out! They’re gone—gone!” Adams was still screaming as she was dragged up the ramp to the main body of the Facility 12 warehouse above.

      But Black Rose wasn’t even listening. Instead, she was looking around at the broken containment tubes, each of which had held an adolescent until very recently.

      I was grown in a tube like one of these. Black Rose stepped to the nearest, reaching up with a black-gloved hand to almost touch its surface.

      For the briefest of moments, a shiver of emotion passed over her face. It was too fast for anyone else to register—but if anyone had, they would have said that it had looked like anger.
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      Sector 8 (Near Territory)

      

      The throne clipper Nova slammed into normal space in a burst of purple and white warp-fire.

      “Holy Stars…” the ex-military policeman, now Golden Throne outlaw, Lieutenant Anders Corsigon swore.

      Which was kind of ironic, really—because the area he was looking at, in all of space, wasn’t filled with stars.

      “Q’atra. The Great Darkness,” the alien woman beside him in the copilot seat breathed. She had a slightly elongated face and high cheekbones, flaxen hair that was almost a platinum white, and dazzling eyes of the softest turquoise. It was no wonder that the Ilythians were considered unnaturally beautiful by the humans of the Golden Throne and referred to as ‘elves’ for their tapered, pointed ears. Dchllyiealoparisaan of the Sixth Family of Ilythia was an alien agent, covert operative, and spy for the race that the Golden Throne was currently at war with.

      Anders called her Dalia for short.

      “We have arrived at our destination, sir,” said the smooth, cultured voice of Moriarty from the Nova’s control panel.

      “I guess we have…” Anders grimaced as he unclipped his control seat’s X-harness. “Although, I have no idea how you can tell this patch of Void from any other.” The man leaned up and looked out of the clipper’s viewing windows. Darkness, for as far as the eye could see.

      It made Anders uncomfortable, and for the first time in his interstellar career, he suddenly got a sense of fathomless vertigo.

      “I dare say that even the Void conforms to the principles of galactic astro-coordination, sir,” the simulated intelligence replied.

      “Ha.” Anders made a face. Even though Moriarty wasn’t a true A.I.—those threatening things were outlawed by the Eternal Empress of the Golden Throne herself—Anders was sure that the personality overlay that sat on top of a set of tactical and police investigative subroutines was messing with him. The lieutenant had ‘inherited’—or stolen, if he was honest—the intelligence when he had been unfairly dismissed from the Military Police Bureau.

      “And this is where our contact wanted us to go?” Anders frowned.

      ‘Contact’ was a very loose description for the powerful psychokinetic who had been helping them since Barakar. The lieutenant, the Ilythian, and the third member of their group—a young PK psychic himself—had never met the voice in the flesh.

      But she’s somehow high in the esteem of the empress, Anders surmised. Enough to know that the Eternal Empress was turning PK-latent children into psychic batteries and cloning them to power some new sort of apocalypse weapon.

      And, rather disturbingly, the voice had always sounded like a girl.

      Just like Sibbi had once sounded. Anders blinked as he stared into the eternal night. No. Don’t think about her. He couldn’t think about it now.

      “Captain?” a voice disrupted his dark train of thought before it could spiral any deeper.

      It was the pale, owlish face of J-14—or Jake, as the lieutenant had named him—whose eyes Anders always thought were too haggard for a youth of what, fifteen? Sixteen?

      “Lieutenant, please.” Even though Anders technically was the captain of this boat, he still didn’t know if his basic training counted. “I know, Jake, all this nothing freaks the living crap out of me, too,” Anders continued gruffly.

      “No, it’s not that—” J-14 was shaking his head. “It’s…”

      The boy with the fuzz of a shaved head and the ill-fitting clothes, who had recently lost the only mentor he had ever known on Benevolent, looked up in alarm.

      “Something’s coming, and they’re angry,” the boy said, just as the Nova’s proximity alarms started to wail.

      Something emerged from the darkness in front of the ship, and its forward lights refracted and caught the dark fractal shapes of hull panels.

      It was a craft, but unlike anything Anders had ever seen before. For one thing, it was larger than their clipper, a great segmented cone shape that didn’t appear to have any lights or windows—or even engines.

      It was entirely made out of different sections of the same black material, not sleek and shiny but matte and light-absorbing. Against the backdrop of the Great Darkness, it looked as though a piece of the Void had come alive.

      And, as the Nova’s targeting alarms blared, it became obvious that the thing was about to fire at them

      “Scanners detect weapons activation, sir,” Moriarty’s smooth voice said as Anders sat back into the piloting chair and grabbed the flight handles.

      “How did our sensors not pick that thing up?” the long-faced man snapped. “Brace!” Anders shouted as he threw the Nova to one side with expert ease. There was a thump and a startled sound from behind him. Jake must have not been as braced as he could have been.

      The shadow-ship finally emitted light, but it wasn’t the sorts of light that made Anders in any way comfortable. Ports opened near its front and bursts of fire and steam released rockets as the Nova spun and swooped downward.

      The Nova barrel-rolled under and away, and the twin arcs of the enemy craft’s rockets swept through the space where they had been.

      Well, that was easy… Anders was thinking as Dalia beside him snarled in cat-like fury.

      “I can’t get a lock!” The Ilythian had both hands on her own flight handles, and Anders could see that she was trying to secure a lock that kept on jumping and shuddering from one side to another.

      That was because there was nothing to lock onto—the digital display of the enemy vessel kept on glitching, doubling, and phasing out of view.

      “The hull of the enemy vessel has some kind of refracting properties, sir,” the intelligence’s voice announced. “It scatters our sensor pings and mimics the background radiation of the Void, which is why our sensors didn’t pick it up, and why we can’t secure a stable lock.”

      “Noted,” Anders growled as Dalia swept her long-fingered hands over the commands on her armrests.

      “Switching to manual targeting,” she said.

      “Wait!” Anders cried. Maybe it was the old policeman in him, but he believed in procedure. “Moriarty, open a channel to that thing.”

      “Ah, sir, maybe you didn’t hear me before. The craft’s hull properties make it impossible to target with any sensor, scanner, weapons or communications.” Moriarty said. “But I can perform a wide-beam broadcast, sir.”

      “Then do it already!” Anders said. He brought them up in a fierce arc around the far side and could see why they hadn’t seen the glow of the thing’s engines. A splayed skirt of the same matte-black metal extended outward around the dull orange and yellow glow of the thing’s field generators.

      Orange and yellow? The sight caught Anders’s eyes oddly. Most Throne ships—even their old-style clipper—had been updated to the 18G ‘blue’ field generator technology. This meant that their rear engines glowed an eerie, eldritch blue haze when in use. Anders could perform tighter and faster maneuvers by firing the archaic positioning thrusters that were actual combustion jet engines, located on the clipper’s splayed X arms.

      But no one’s used the old 17G ‘orange’ fields for what…fifty years?

      “Channel open, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      “Unknown vessel, this is the Expedition Clipper Nova, under Lieutenant—” Anders hesitated for the briefest moment over whether to use his real name. What if they were Golden Throne sympathizers?

      Frack.

      “Sector 8 is recognized deregulated territory. No one has a claim here!” he continued tersely. “Explain your actions!”

      The control screen glitched, and a squeal of alien static filled the cockpit.

      “Ahh!” Jake shouted from behind them. “So, so angry!” He was sobbing.

      “Weapons systems, sir!” Moriarty announced as more lines of fire and escaping gases exploded out from the side of the craft. Only this time, it wasn’t firing missiles or rockets or torpedoes, it seemed to be firing spears.

      “What in the ever-loving—” Anders gasped, pulling back hard on the flight handles to pull the Nova up. I guess that’s their answer. He gritted his teeth as first one, then two, and then the third metal spike shot underneath them.

      Anders was wheeling the clipper around above the vessel as it started to lift its bulk, monumentally slower than they were.

      From this vantage point, the lieutenant could see that each of the metal spears seemed to be segmented, and they only extended for a few hundred meters from their mother craft before they flailed and were suddenly drawn back on thick, industrial chains.

      “Those things aren’t spears,” Anders said. “They’re harpoons…”

      “Firing,” Dalia announced, squeezing the triggers on the undersides of her flight handles. The Nova juddered slightly as the twin laser batteries fired. Anders watched as bolts of bright light shot out from either side of their cockpit toward the craft. The targeting vector on the digital overlay was still jumping and wobbling, but the Ilythian was using dead-eye reckoning.

      And her aim was near perfect.

      The laser blasts erupted in two lines of flame and exploding plasma along what would have been the thing’s prow.

      “It doesn’t have any shields!” Anders realized. There had been no blue flash of a field generator trying to absorb the force of the blast. Those explosions had been direct hits to the thing’s hull!

      But it kept on rising.

      “Keep at it, Dalia. Let them know to think twice before they pick a fight with us!” Anders said fiercely as he rolled the clipper over, making their strange enemy craft seem to whirl above and below them. Dalia fired again—another dead-eye shot that burst along the front of the thing.

      And still it kept coming toward them.

      But we’re faster and more agile. Anders’s brow knitted. Our weapons are faster, our engines are superior, we have shields—we can keep this cat-and-mouse game up for hours yet…

      But none of this made any sense. Why would a craft with such obviously strange, possibly advanced, technology that it could hide it from their scanners not even bother to generate shields for itself? And why use out-of-date 17G field technology at all?

      “Sir! Proximity alert!” Moriarty announced.

      Suddenly, there on their digital overlay, was another glitching, doubling, and phasing craft as matte-black and silent as the first one. And it was right beside them.

      This new shadow-craft hadn’t jumped. There had been no ripple of broken photons and space-time membrane. It had snuck up on them while they had been engaged with the first.

      “Frack!” Anders rolled the Nova, but it was already too late.

      Under his gloved hands, the lieutenant felt the shudder through the flight handles as the second craft’s harpoons slammed into them, puncturing their shields and outer hull plate alike.
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      Anger. Teeth. Shouting. Screams…

      The youth nicknamed Jake recoiled from all the noises that had erupted inside his head. They were far louder in his mind than the alerts and sirens of the Nova as it rolled and swayed.

      The meshwork metal floor of the clipper’s main hull compartment threatened to slide out from underneath him, but the youth had wedged himself between the last of the webbed chairs on his right and one of the equipment lockers on his left. His muscles strained as he held on, until the floor gave up trying to turn itself into a wall and once again became the floor again. Jake thumped back down to his knees, but the pain was nothing compared to the torment inside his skull.

      How can I hear this? What is going on!? An isolated sane thought bubbled up from part of the sea that was Jake’s mind.

      The youth, who had been designated as J-14, was a naturally gifted psychic—or PK, as the Golden Throne called his kind—but he had never been one of the ones who had mastered the arts of remote psychokinesis.

      Everything required skin contact, he knew. When he had taken Dalia’s pain at seeing one of her Ilythian ring-worlds destroyed, he had to seize onto her temples. But he wasn’t touching anything at the moment… This shouldn’t be happening to him!

      Shouts. Cries. Fury…

      It was like there was a storm inside his head. A storm of many voices, and most of them were ferociously, terrifyingly furious.

      But what was worse even than that, Jake quailed as the Nova’s alarms called, was that the anger was mingled with screams and cries of desperation and terror. Somehow, they were coming from the very same voices, or seemed to anyway.

      How can anybody be so broken? Jake thought for a moment, before the next wave hit him.

      “Boy! Boy, get up!” It was the Ilythian, standing over him and holding onto the overhead grab-handles with one hand while her other held a heavy laser pistol. Jake’s eyes ached with the psychic pain as he looked up at her.

      “Take this. You have to defend yourself,” the Ilythian hissed savagely, pushing the heavy pistol into Jake’s hands. Her own, alien hands were gloved, so there was no need for either to fear the boy’s wild PK abilities.

      “But—” Jake looked at the pistol oddly. Just a few days ago, he had been floating in the sedated dream of a bio-containment tube. He had no idea whether he even knew how to fire one.

      “I’ve already deactivated the safety. Just point and pull the trigger,” Dalia told him as she turned to grab another weapon from the emergency locker.

      —and turning just in time for steam to burst into the main hull compartment.

      “Breach!” Dalia shouted to Anders, as the lieutenant desperately tried to wrestle back control of his ship.

      The second shadow-craft had struck them with its harpoons, and despite the full force of Anders’s thrusters and propulsion engines, it was slowly winching them toward it.

      In fact, as Anders looked up out of the main cockpit viewing window, he could see precisely what awaited them. The panels on the side of the shadow-craft slowly rose, revealing a darkened hold. It looked like the open gullet of a monster, one that intended to gobble them up.

      “Moriarty, drop ship shields. Divert power to main engines!” Anders said. What use are the shields now, anyway, he thought.

      As soon as the blue line around the Nova’s digital display clicked off, Anders felt the judders of the ship only increase, but he got the power that he wanted. The Nova leapt forward another twenty meters, before slowing over another ten to finally reach a burning standstill at thirty meters out.

      If he could have stepped outside to look, the lieutenant would have seen the bright blue fire of the Nova’s main engines flaring like a small star.

      But it still wasn’t enough.

      “The stationary inertia of the enemy vessel is too great, sir,” Moriarty announced. “Even at full thrust—”

      But Anders wasn’t the sort of man to accept defeat—and presumable death—so easily. He reached quickly to pull the stopper and filter controls for the combustion mix, infusing the rocketry parts with high levels of dangerous chemicals. Even taking his hands off the flight handles for that brief moment meant they were winched back another fifteen meters toward the craft. “Fire positioning thrusters,” he growled, and the X-arms of the clipper lit up with the cherry-red and white burn of combustion engines.

      The Nova moved forward another handful of meters toward freedom, but then stopped.

      “Propulsion rockets at sixty percent, fifty-five percent, forty-two percent…” Moriarty counted down. That was the problem with combustion, which relied upon physical chemical compounds, in a sustained reaction.

      When the fuel tanks dried up, they would sputter out…

      “Come on, there must be something!” Anders was shouting now. “Cut navigation, sensors, all secondary systems and divert power!”

      Moriarty did so, and the inside of the Nova was plunged into an instant chill as the life support dropped to bare minimum. The lieutenant could see his breath clouding as he hissed between his teeth, and his face tingled with cold.

      All the internal lights dimmed and went to their lowest yellow haze of stand-by mode, and the digital display—everything apart from the icon of the Nova—went blank.

      But Anders couldn’t care about the loss. He was thrown back into his seat as the clipper jumped forward with the new energy.

      Twenty-two meters out, twenty-eight—

      And then paused.

      If they had cargo, Anders could jettison it, but the clipper didn’t have anything. Anders growled.

      “Propulsion rockets at twenty percent, fifteen, ten...” Moriarty said, which Anders didn’t think was helpful at all…

      Frack. Anders’s face was a mask of fury and despair. “Prepare to repel boarders!” he shouted, just as Moriarty announced the inevitable.

      “Propulsion rockets at five percent, two—”

      They cut out completely with a shake that wobbled the entire craft, and the Nova was being pulled backward, meter by protesting meter, toward the alien craft. All the hard gains they had just won vanished, and there was nothing they could do.

      I’m sorry, the once-policeman thought, but he didn’t know who he was saying it to. To Dalia and Jake, for not being a good enough captain? To the long-dead Terevesin envoy and the murdered clones back home on Hectamon 7, whom he had been attempting to get justice for?

      Or to Cassie and Sibbi? The thought blossomed into his mind as it always did when he was at his wit’s end. His murdered wife and their murdered daughter, both dead for many years, and for whom he still did everything.

      “Urgh!” Anders was suddenly jostled violently in his chair as the Nova was apparently spun around on its axis. Behind him, he could hear the grunts and shouts of pain from Dalia and Jake as they too were thrown by the sudden impact.

      Only it wasn’t an impact… Anders now saw that the shadow vessel was directly ahead of them, and one of the heavy chains of a harpoon had broken, leaving only one underneath their nose!

      But that chain didn’t break at all— Anders’s eyes caught sight of the flailing edge of the heavy industrial chain, the end of its broken link still glowing a bright, molten red.

      It had been cut.

      But there was no time to give thanks or pause for celebration. “Fire laser batteries!” Anders snarled. He hadn’t deactivated the weapons batteries in his quest for more power, thankfully, and the twin bolts of laser shot erupted from under their nose and slammed into the one remaining chain.

      It was a point-blank shot, and the Nova shook and twisted like a caught fish as the chain started to shatter, but still held. The clipper was no longer being winched forward, but it was still stuck by this malicious tether line—

      Until there was a sudden lash of brilliant crimson light as the arc of a solid-state laser beam swept between the shadow-craft and the clipper, neatly severing the chain holding them.

      “Full engines!” Anders called as the Nova spun with released torque.

      “Ah, sir, we were already at full engines…” Moriarty responded in his impossibly smooth voice.

      Anders said something very unproductive about Moriarty’s robotic parentage before pulling down hard on one of the flight handles, careening them to one side, toward the shadow vessel.

      The matte-black hull plates zoomed larger right beside the cockpit window. For a terrifying second, Anders could make out the dappled pentagon material, pocked and scarred from the rigors of space travel. And then he was pushing back on the lowered flight handle, and the clipper burst forward, almost scraping the hull of the larger shadow-craft that had tried to entrap it.

      They were free, spearing out behind the second craft as both it and its predecessor tried to slowly turn after them. But the Nova was far too fast, and, like a wasp being chased by gorillas, it was already gone from their reach.
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      “Restoring systems,” Moriarty announced as the internal lights of the Nova started to come back on and the temperature started to rise, degree by shuddering degree. In front of Lieutenant Corsigon, the control board flashed and started to once again light up with the more normal—and essential—commands and controls.

      The clipper was slowing a fraction as the main field engines lost a chunk of their power, but ahead of them was still the endless black of the Night’s Quarter, Sector 8. The only things that disturbed the velvet of the Void were the far-off, distant, and just-barely visible lighter hazes of solitary stars.

      Anders had never been this far out. And from what the first half-hour has been like, I don’t want to go any further!

      When the sensors and navigation systems came back online, the digital overlay pinged to life. It showed the little green icon of the clipper in its center, but it also revealed that they weren’t alone.

      “Proximity alert!” Moriarty said helpfully.

      “I can see that, Moriarty,” Anders growled. “Reduce thrust by twenty percent and increase rear shields by twenty percent.” Beside him, Dalia was clambering back into her copilot seat, her hands already seeking the trigger-handles.

      “What now?” the Ilythian said.

      “Don’t target them. I’m just being cautious,” Ander said as he looked at the scan image of the vessel that kept pace with their flight. “I think these might be the people who helped us escape…”

      But that doesn’t mean they’re going to be any nicer to us, thought the ever-suspicious side of him.

      The scan image of the craft didn’t blur or double, phase-out or glitch as the two shadow-craft had done. It stayed a steady ‘alien’ warning orange and revealed its shape to be long and tubular.

      Almost three times longer than us, but not much wider, Anders thought as he studied the craft. It looked more like a missile or a rocket than it did a spacecraft, but it had the 18G ‘blue’ burn of a standard field engine emitted from its aft, as well as smaller flares of orange flame scattered along its body, allowing it to rotate and turn as it matched their trajectory.

      “Enhance image,” Anders breathed, and the sensors at the rear of the ship displayed a close-up of the tube-craft that had apparently saved them.

      It was made of different sections with the fat rings of bulkhead connectors between them. Simple rectangular porthole windows dotted its length, but it was the prow or open ‘mouth’ that intrigued Anders the most. It was clustered with antennae and field generators around its edge and appeared to shield a hollow opening. The frill of its sensor arrays made Anders think of some sort of deep-sea creature or anemone.

      It certainly didn’t look like any Golden Throne craft that he had ever seen.

      “Open a channel,” Anders said as he eased down on the engines when he thought that they were far enough away from the slower shadow-craft, turning in a soft blue about-face to face their accomplice.

      “Nova to unknown vessel,” he decided to forgo the hassles about who he was. “We are sure glad for the help back there.”

      In response, the green icon of the miniature soundwave of his channel suddenly flashed as a holo-image of the other ship’s captain appeared in its place.

      “Holy ancient freaking Moses!” said a familiar voice. “It’s true. It’s all true. It’s you, policeman!”

      Anders blinked several times in stunned shock as he recognized the blonde features of the young twenty-something man. The MPB officer had last seen him on the Challenge world of Hecta 3, where he had saved the young Voider from being gutted by an enraged Mondrauk.

      “Patch? Patch McGuire?”
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      “It’s a new prototype. We call it the Whistle!” Patch said proudly, referring to the vessel he was currently in charge of.

      “The Whistle,” Anders said. Perhaps, for all the long months between seeing him in the mud and leaf-litter of Hecta 3, the optimistic Voider hadn’t changed at all.

      “Yeah, it’s because it—” he said animatedly.

      “I get it,” Anders said dryly. It was good to see a familiar face. The last time he had seen the Voider was as Commander-General Cread had stopped the Golden Throne deathmatch known as the Challenge in its final moments because of the supposed Ilythian attack, when he had immediately court-martialed Anders and thrown Dalia in military jail for being an Ilythian. Anders had no idea what had happened to Patch at all.

      “But I can’t believe that it’s really you, policeman!” the young Voider laughed. “The message said we were to meet an old friend here, but I never thought that it would be you!”

      “The message?” Dalia’s eyes narrowed. “From a human girl? PK abilities?” She shared a look with Anders.

      “That’s the one!” Patch nodded. He still looked like the same pale and callow young man he had been before, but now he sported silver-gray fatigues that were too baggy for him and a bulky set of goggles with what seemed like miniature field generators flaring and humming. He sat on a stool-like seat in what must have passed for the Whistle’s cockpit, although to Anders, it looked the innards of some computer, with wires running here and there to control boards and even stranger equipment.

      “We call her the Oracle,” Patch said enigmatically.

      “We?” Dalia asked pointedly.

      “The Void Collective. We know about the war, we monitor everything, you know,” he said with apparent pride. “We started receiving the Oracle’s messages a few cycles back, and each and every damn one came true! Just like she said, that we were to meet old friends if we rendezvoused at this location.”

      “But you know that the Oracle could be considered a spy by the Golden Throne?” Anders questioned. “And last time I checked, the Void Worlds are still under the protection of the Eternal Empress,” he repeated the common knowledge.

      At this, the holo of the young man in the opposite ship showed a different side, making Anders think that maybe he had changed after his experience on Hecta 3.

      “That depends on which Voiders you’re talking to, doesn’t it, Lieutenant?” the be-goggled man said quietly, almost conspiratorially.

      “Those craft that attacked us, who were they?” Anders asked.

      “Night Raiders,” he said with an obvious shudder.

      “Who—” Anders began to say, only for Patch to shake his head violently.

      “Not out here, Lieutenant,” the Voider said earnestly. “As much as my people love it out here—the mysteries, the infinity—there are dangers too. The dark…” The young man’s voice went far away. “You don’t want to invite it in…” He started a bit, coming out of his musing. “Come, let me guide you back to Ozymandias Station. Everything will become clear.”

      The Voider threw a very sloppy salute at the lieutenant before gesturing with his gloved hands to manipulate his own holo-controls, raising the Whistle and turning it around.

      Anders was still stunned with confusion and surprise. What does the Oracle want? Why send us out here? How is this going to stop the Empress’s apocalypse weapon? But he also felt something like optimism as he turned the Nova to follow his old friend.
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      If Anders had been surprised by what he had so far seen in the Void, then when he saw Ozymandias Station, he was absolutely stunned.

      “That thing is huge.”

      “Great, ain’t she?” Patch called over the ship-to-ship intercom.

      Anders wasn’t sure if he would call the haphazard, multi-rotating rings and attached modules ‘great’ at all. Unless he was referring to its size.

      Ozymandias was larger than any other space station or habitat the lieutenant had seen in his career, ever. It was easily the size of a small moon, and it seemed to be made of three alternately rotating rings clustered with blocky, rectangular, or rounded modules. It looked, in fact, as though large parts of its apparatus had been added on as an afterthought, cobbled together from many other types of craft.

      They approached it side-on, so the three rings—each of different sizes—were spinning vertical to them. Ozymandias was currently roaring slowly through the Void, with multiple burns of 18G blue field engines creating a stream of plasma behind it. Its progress apparently didn’t stop the cloud of smaller Void craft that clustered and swept around it, each one as unique and as strange as the Whistle. Anders saw disks and octagons, things that looked to just be twin engines with underslung compartments, and even five-winged, spinning craft.

      “Where’s she going?” Dalia asked from her seat. Anders saw her frown slightly at the inelegant design and apparent chaos, definitely not an Ilythian virtue.

      “Oh, Ozymandias is always on the move. We were in Sector 7 just recently, but the Collective voted to take her out, especially since the war’s coming,” Patch informed them as he matched his tube-craft to the station and drew them closer to one of the largest of the outer rings.

      The war, Anders remembered. The Golden Throne had staged a terrorist attack on one of their own cruise liners and blamed the Ilythians for it, and then, when the Ilythian diplomats had denied such an outrageous lie, the Golden Throne had struck out at Eadaryn, completely destroying the Ilythian ring-world. The lieutenant didn’t know what the current state of affairs was between two of the Milky Way’s most powerful civilizations, but he was willing to bet that Patch was right. The war would spread everywhere, even to the edges of the galaxy in Sector 7.

      “Whistle to Control, permission to dock,” they heard Patch say over his holo, “and tell the Collective we’ve got some guests!”

      There was a crackle of static, and Anders heard the strange whistling clicks and clacks of Voider tongue in response. He’d heard Patch use this same speech himself on Hecta 3 when he had somehow used it to re-program Anders’s data-node.

      Voiders are weird, the lieutenant thought, but then, as he matched his course and saw that he had an alien spy acting as his copilot and a PK youth who had spent the last ten years in a bio-containment tube, he realized that maybe he was in good company.

      The Whistle attached itself to the outside of the ring, and the Nova slid alongside to dock next to it, where the flashing lights of an airlock rotated.

      “Matching,” Moriarty said, and there was a clunk as the clipper’s airlock met metal. With a slight sense of motion as they joined Ozymandias’s speed, they were secure. “Airlock checks, atmospheric pressure stable. Opening,” Moriarty informed them, and Anders looked to his crew.

      “Let’s go say hello.” He nodded.

      Dressed in the dark blue and blacks of his service jacket and suit, with his data-nodes at his lapel and cuffs, and armed with the laser pistols strapped to his thigh, Anders thought that he might look half like a space pirate himself as he went to the opening airlock door.

      “This is him?” said a gruff voice in the connecting hallway they had entered. It belonged to one of two strange-looking people waiting there. The speaker was a very short, round man with a full beard but bald head, sporting only a pair of Void goggles. Next to him was an impossibly tall human woman—taller even than Dalia!—dressed in plum and crimson robes, with frizzy hair and spectacles

      Spectacles? Who doesn’t have corrective eye treatment in the twenty-seventh century!? Anders wondered. Last came Patch himself, hurrying out of the adjacent airlock.

      “This is our guy, Councilor Hernandez.” Patch beamed, and Anders felt uncomfortable being under such appraising scrutiny.

      “Then we’d better get him to the vault immediately,” said the woman, stepping forward to extend a hand to Anders.

      Vault? Anders wondered.

      “I am Councilor Martravia, and you must be Lieutenant Anders Corsigon,” the tall woman said.

      Anders found that her handshake was surprisingly strong. Why lie to these people?, he thought and nodded.

      “This is Dalia of the Sixth Family—” he said a little formally.

      “ichy’dycheel-mar’ Viriy’in?” Martravia surprised him by addressing Dalia herself in Ilythian. It didn’t sound quite so musical or birdlike when she spoke it, but the smile that played across Dalia’s features was genuine.

      “Yes, you could say so, Councilor,” Dalia laughed, casting a quick look at Anders, who got the sense that the two women were talking about him.

      “And this is Jake.” Dalia swept her long-fingered, gloved hand to the youth hovering behind them, looking wide-eyed at everything.

      “A pleasure.” Councilor Martravia extended her hand.

      “No, it’s not safe,” Jake muttered, nodding instead.

      “Ah, um, this young man is touch-PK,” Anders said. He watched the councilor’s reaction with the trained eye of a police investigator. The smaller Councilor Hernandez drew himself back a little, but Martravia just nodded matter-of-factly.

      “Please follow me. The safety of the entire galaxy is at stake.” She turned and swept down the curving hallway, with Anders, Dalia, Jake, and Patch falling in behind.
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      The Voider station proved just as strange on the inside as it was on the outside. They passed doors opening into rooms filled with light, or the steam and clank of strange robotics. Once, their path turned into a thin wire bridge over a section of the ring that had been turned into a terraced garden.

      It was also busy, with Voiders in patchwork service gear hurrying from one workshop or seminar room to the next. None of them wore insignia, and each was as unique as the different environments that Anders’s steps took him through. Some raced down the halls seated on tiny hover-drones, while others lurched and trembled under the weight of monstrous metal equipment. Anders was just ducking as a small flock of hovering drone-orbs almost crashed into his skull, when Councilor Martravia had announced that they had arrived.

      “Please.” She indicated the doorway ahead of them.

      It was a bulkhead door that clearly led to the station’s central column, as on either side of it were crystal-glass windows displaying the internal geometries of the rotating rings. Numerous similar bridges and connecting tubes ran from the other rings to the cuffs of the central column, and between them swerved and dodged many Voiders in space, wearing small rocketry-suits as they worked on the station or merely commuted from one ring to the next.

      Anders and the others stepped inside of a large shuttle-lift, with the small Councilor Hernandez placing himself as far away from the wary-looking Jake as he could. Anders didn’t like that. They suddenly swept backward at incredible speeds, before clunking not-so-gently into place, then the entire lift rotated as they arrived at their destination.

      “Gentlemen, ladies,” Patch crowed. “The Voider Vaults!”

      The doors opened, and Anders saw what looked to be a field of stars.
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      “Nodes,” Anders said as the nearest of the stars hovered into view.

      The bright orbs that Anders had thought were stars were in fact a kind of very-large data-node, similar to the ones that Anders and Patch, and all humans under the Reach of the Throne, wore. He could see the enlarged matrix crystal in their centers, overlaid with the fine golden lattice of neural wire connections.

      Whereas the miniature ones that he and the others wore were held in tiny capsules of open-eyed titanium, these were as large as Anders’s skull and were held in a sphere of the gray-silver metal. The crystal of each one was so bright that, from afar, they appeared like stars hanging in a vast black space.

      “It’s the great Voider secret,” Patch confided in him conspiratorially. “Everyone thinks we’re all about the rockets and the field generators, but we realized a long time ago what the true currency is.” The young man lifted his hands up around them. “Data!”

      The group stood on a wide metal-grill balcony, and as Anders and Patch talked, Martravia had tapped the small body of her own node causing something to clunk and emerge from the underside of the balcony—a wide drone disk, fitted with its own field generators like each of these ‘star-nodes’ were.

      “Come,” she said, stepping onto the disk where there was ample room for everyone. Jake edged closer to Anders from the bare edge, but soon they were rising through the black space and sweeping their way through the field of stars toward the cluster that Martravia directed them. Beneath them, Anders caught a glimpse of other such disks with other Voiders hovering and flying to other star-nodes as they went about their constant science and research.

      “I take it that you know of the empress’s apocalypse-weapon?” Councilor Martravia said severely as they rose slowly into the bright pool of radiance emitted from a constellation of five star-nodes. She reached up to point at one, and it slowly lowered toward them.

      Dalia nodded. “But only what our contact—your Oracle—has hinted at: Some new sort of weapon, powered by PK, which could pose a threat to both the Ilythian and human civilizations.” Anders could see her jaw tighten a notch. After seeing the destruction of Eadaryn, he thought it no surprise that the alien was desperate to not let the Eternal Empress get her hands on anything that could do worse damage than that atrocity.

      “A danger not just to the Ilythians and the Golden Throne worlds,” Councilor Hernandez broke his silence by saying, “but to all sentient life in the galaxy!” The diminutive man’s voice was stern and severe.

      “All sentient life!?” Anders was shocked. Come on, he thought. The Throne, Ilythian, Mondrauks, and Secari only occupy about a half of the Milky Way put together. The idea that their combined races, plus those as-yet undiscovered, was threatened by one woman was a stretch.

      “It’s happened before,” Hernandez muttered as he looked into the dark.

      It has? Anders looked at Dalia, whose Ilythian culture was supposedly far older than humanity, but her face was impassive.

      “Friends, meet Codename: Archon.” Councilor Martravia’s voice went very low, almost as if she daren’t speak its name, even here in the heart of the Voider super-station.

      The star-node that Martravia was directing with her own cuff-mounted miniature ones flashed, and a fine blue haze extended as a sphere around their entire area. When it swept over Anders, he felt his hair stand on end and the tingle of field energy over his skin. A privacy field, the man realized. Commonplace in diplomatic or confidential meetings, anyone outside of their space would just see the flat blue of the field and would not hear or see anything happening inside.

      And then the star-node flashed again and emitted a large holo-image in front of them.

      It was of a patch of space, Anders saw, but none that he recognized. There was the twinkling of stars in the background, but also the wide orange, gold, and crimson haze of a nebula or plasma field.

      In the center of the image was a perfectly spherical, black orb.

      Suddenly, the image scattered and glitched, before becoming true-focus once again, only now with all the colors inverted. It glitched again, losing definition before finally returning to true.

      “This is footage was taken from the drone reconnaissance probe known as the Zephyr, in its first—and only—historic mission,” Councilor Martravia said. “The Zephyr reached approximately eight thousand lightyears from the galactic core, the closest that any human-made vessel has reached.”

      “I’ve never heard of that mission.” Anders frowned.

      “I’m not surprised.” Martravia nodded to the glitching image before it suddenly winked out to be replaced by the blue sphere of their privacy field. “The Zephyr was to be, as the Acronis and Voyager missions had been before it, a statement of the development and reach of humanity. A prelude to first contact in some cases, or an outright stake-of-claim on uninhabited worlds,” Martravia explained. “However, what the Zephyr discovered out there was a secret that could never be revealed.

      “We know, of course, that our galaxy has been inhabited many times, and for far longer than humans first walked out of the forests. But the existence of this orb, and the resulting scans that were made of it, point toward a vastly superior, more ancient civilization than any of those currently in play.”

      “Excuse me if I interrupt,” Anders said. “But, so? The galaxy is a big place. There is plenty of room for all of us.”

      “But not for the Eternal Empress’s hunger, Lieutenant,” Councilor Hernandez muttered darkly.

      Martravia continued, “The Zephyr’s scans showed an energy output greater than a pulsar burst, larger than many supernovas, and it was contained in a way that we still do not understand.”

      “Some new type of star?” Anders hazarded a guess.

      “Your guess is as good as ours, Lieutenant,” Councilor Hernandez announced gruffly. “Pull up the expedition scans, Martravia. You know the ones I mean.”

      She made a gesture and another holo, or rather, a series of holos, appeared in the air. The images flickered and changed often, and each one showed barren, rocky desert-worlds, interspersed with images of vast asteroid fields.

      Again, space is a big neighborhood, Anders had to caution himself. Even the old stories of the Sol System said that it had Mars and Venus and Mercury—all barren rocks now.

      “The same energy signature emitted by that sphere was detected at each of these locations during the Zephyr’s flight,” Martravia said.

      “An explosion?” Dalia hazarded a guess this time.

      Which would make the orb some kind of remnant of a super-massive star, like a white dwarf? Anders thought.

      “They were at unique, separate locations here and there,” Hernandez growled. “In short, they were directed attacks. We believe that orb is in fact an ancient weapon, left behind by some lost civilization.”

      “Someone harnessed the power of that orb to destroy ancient planets,” Anders said. The idea was horrifying, and now that the Eternal Empress knew where this stellar object was, she would be trying to harness its power for her war efforts! He looked at Dalia, who had tightened her hands into fists at her side.

      “And it gets even worse than that, Lieutenant,” Councilor Martravia said. “The Oracle—whom you call your contact—revealed to us that the Eternal Empress has found a way to transmit the orb’s power through PK. As the orb is so far away, it would doubtless be a monumental effort to jump it here, and probably far too dangerous to have in Golden Throne territory in case it misfired. But the throne means to use the power of what they call Codename: Archon through batteries of PK clones.”

      There was a shuffle in the middle of the group, and Jake’s wavering voice emerged, “And that is why she abducted people like me at birth? And why we were grown in those bio-containment tubes?”

      “Yes,” Martravia said seriously, and then her eyes softened somewhat. “I am sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your doing.” Jake grimaced, and Anders felt an ache in the back of his jaw as a wave of anger rolled out from the young man. The entire hover-deck they stood on shook slightly.

      “Jake…” It was Dalia’s voice, soothingly turning to him. “Hold yourself strong. I will teach you simple Ilythian exercises to control your abilities.”

      Anders had forgotten that Dalia—just like all Ilythians—was latent PK as well. But something else was bothering him. He turned his attention back to the councilors.

      “This whole situation still isn’t making any sense,” he announced.

      “We Voiders have a saying, Lieutenant,” Martravia said wryly, “you left sense behind on the edge of Sector 7.”

      “Cute.” Anders grimaced. “But what I mean is, why? Why would the Eternal Empress go to such great lengths, kidnapping and developing an entirely new branch of Gene Seer technology to control a weapon so far away?” Anders knew that it probably would have taken years, perhaps even decades, to get to this point. He knew that the empress was ancient, but this was ridiculous! “What does she possibly gain by throwing the galaxy into a stellar war?”

      “Everything, perhaps, Lieutenant,” Councilor Martravia sighed. “We Voiders have the luxury of looking at the galaxy from its edge. Perhaps that gives us a perspective that you central citizens of the Golden Throne do not have.”

      Oh really? Anders squinted at the woman.

      “Records of the Eternal Empress Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian the First, Queen of Earth, go back at least three hundred years, Lieutenant, and some historians rumor that she is nearer five hundred years old, maintained by constant attention by the Gene Seers. Who knows what sorts of plans she has? What sort of view she has on the development of humanity?”

      A fair point, Anders thought. He had never truly believed that the Eternal Empress was really that old, a couple hundred at most, maybe. But in the modern day, with Gene Seer therapies available to the highest buyer, it was a common thing for some to reach one hundred twenty, even one hundred thirty years old.

      And if the Eternal Empress really could be five hundred, Anders wondered, then she’s got to be bat-crap crazy by now.

      “So…” Anders took a deep breath as the holos of barren and demolished worlds faded in the air before them. It was hard for a man like him, used to the crimes on the streets of Hectamon 7, to think in terms of galactic tragedies, cosmic atrocities, and plots that spanned centuries.

      Anders knew that he thought better like a policeman—about the case at hand, right in front of him.

      “How do we stop this thing?” he said.

      “Ah…” Councilor Martravia shared a glance with Councilor Hernandez, before both turned to look steadily at Patch, silent beside them.

      “Oh, right…” Patch McGuire said, sliding his goggles up onto his forehead. “You know you asked about those craft that attacked you? The Night Raiders?”

      Anders nodded.

      To say that Patch looked sheepish would have been an understatement. He looked guilty. And scared.

      “Well, it seems like they managed to get their hands on something that might be able to jam the PK signal between the empress’s psychic batteries and the Archon,” he said. “And, uh, that something was a device that I designed. And lost.”

      “You lost it!” Anders said. “How could you lose it?”

      Patch managed to look even more piteous than he already did. “Well, to be fair, I know pretty much exactly where it is,” he said sheepishly. “It’s in Bonetown.”

      “Bonetown.” Anders used what he thought of his ‘MPB Officer’ voice. He had been told that it was uncompromising, edging toward the incredulous.

      “It’s the home of the Night Raiders.” Patch winced.

      “Of course it is,” Anders groaned. “Fine. Who do I have to shoot to get it back?”
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      Sector 8 (Outer Territory)

      

      “Technically, it’s not really a jammer at all,” Patch was saying, and his somewhat youthful voice was even higher pitched than normal, given the circumstances.

      “Uh-huh.” Anders kept one ear on what the Voider was saying because he, like Patch, was also more worried about the current circumstances that they found themselves in.

      Anders was looking at a field of debris, slowly spinning and cavorting around each other. He could see broken bits of hull plates sedately bumping together with engine shells, bulkhead doors, and beyond that—the stark blackness of the Void.

      It looks like there was a war here, Anders thought queasily. And not one that anyone had won.

      “It was a field ansible, essentially,” Patch said as he hovered behind them in what Anders thought was an entirely impractical, unsafe flying protocol.

      “Uh-huh,” Anders said again, keeping an eye on the Nova’s proximity scanners in case any of those bits of junk took a sudden turn toward them. The clipper and her crew had left Ozymandias almost as soon as the Nova had been resupplied and repaired by the Voiders, giving Anders and Jake a chance to rest. Dalia didn’t seem to need sleep, or perhaps didn’t sleep in the same way that humans did.

      The Nova now sported strange patchwork repairs of a wavy, almost iridescent blue material over her rear and side hull plates where the Zarack imposter ships—and then the shadow-craft—had damaged her. It gave the clipper a mottled effect.

      “I designed it to be able to use background field energy, scanning far distances for radiation fluctuations much farther than any known scanner,” Patch continued.

      “Uh-huh.” Anders could tell the young man was nervous. It was Dalia, however, who understood the importance of what he was talking about.

      “So, did that mean you could scan an area before you jumped?” The Ilythian raised one perfectly-sculpted eyebrow.

      “Precisely!” Patch appeared gratified by the interest. “Imagine if you could scan a sector before you fired up the FTL engines! It’d be a life-saver.”

      Well, given Anders’s recent experiences, he had to admit that it would have certainly proved useful.

      “Anyway, the throne got wind of my research and stole it,” Patch said morosely.

      This, at least, caught Anders’s attention. “I thought you said the Night Raiders stole it. Just who are we expecting to meet out here?”

      “They stole the second,” Patch qualified, then paused. “There was something the Oracle told us, which is why, I think, I’m here at all,” he murmured.

      Oh great, here we go, Anders thought. Whatever this was, it was what had been eating him up all along.

      “She said that the throne had modified the field ansible to be able to scan and observe the Archon device, and that was when she told us about the Archon and what it meant,” Patch said.

      “Okay,” Anders growled. He wasn’t angry with the young man; he was furious with the elites of the Golden Throne. The more outside of their control that he stepped, the more he saw the powers-that-be—the empress, her heralds, and her senior staff—not as serving humanity but preying on it.

      And to an ex-policeman like Anders, that offended him deeply.

      We’re meant to look after those more vulnerable than us. We’re meant to stick up for those who have no power. That had always been his creed on the streets of Hectamon 7.

      “And so, I designed and tested a variant of the field ansible, but with the intention of disrupting the signal,” Patch said.

      “A scrambler?” Anders observed.

      “Precisely,” Patch said. “I had to scavenge for the materials. There are loads of old hulks out here on the edge of the Void,” he explained. “Ex-service stations or outdated craft that had been towed out here by the throne for centuries. It’s partly what we Voiders live on, scavenging and jury-rigging old technology, reinventing it for the future.”

      “And I take it that it was in one of these hulks that the Night Raiders found you?” Anders said grimly.

      “Yeah, exactly. I barely got out with my life. The Night Raiders are like Voiders gone…wrong.” Once again, his voice descended to a low murmur, as if scared to even talk about them.

      Too late for caution now, Anders thought as he once again checked the Nova’s large privacy shield. That was a new upgrade, fitted and activated by the Voiders. It was basically a stealth shield, one that didn’t even glitter or glow blue. Hopefully, it would stop these Night Raiders from detecting them.

      “They scavenge like we do. They are drawn to the infinite mysteries as we are,” Patch said gloomily. “But they don’t want to discover. Or if they do, they only want to discover pain.”

      “Sounds like a charming bunch of people.” Anders grimaced.

      “Out here, the night, the dark, it can send you mad if you let it. You turn into one of them.”

      And then, as if Patch had been right all along and just talking about them could summon them, Anders saw movement on the Nova’s scanners.

      Something was moving over the wreckage—no, many somethings. Anders squinted. It wasn’t anything to do with the slow, balletic dance of the field of ship parts, either. He saw the small bursts of rockets, and the rise and fall of small figures.

      “Moriarty? Magnify image.” Anders tapped the forward cockpit screen where the nearest image was, and the simulated intelligence tied into Anders’s node and the Nova itself complied.

      The picture immediately grew larger, and Anders saw that it was indeed a person.

      “Human female, approximately three decades old, no recognizable insignia,” Moriarty said, falling back on his old habits as an MPB evidence and tactical intelligence.

      He was correct as always, Anders saw. The figure ahead of them did appear to be a female, her face was visible through a truly ancient bubble-style helmet. She had one side of her head shaved and appeared to have a lurid red, puckered scar that ran from her temple to her jaw on one side.

      The rest of her outfit was just as bizarre as her archaic helmet, Anders thought. She wore a bulky set of shoulder greaves, and chest and back plate that was the sort worn by the Throne Marines some fifty years ago. But on her lower half were voluminous white-foil pants, like the sort that engineers might wear when working in the heavy radiation environments of a plasma field. Everything was scarred and patched and repaired, and as she jumped and turned to land on a slow-moving piece of wreckage, Anders saw that she had a large white skull painted on her back.

      She’s attached to a wire, he noticed. Just under the skull, where her backplate met her utility belt, again from an entirely different era and organization, there extended a steel-silver chain, reaching up behind her to—

      “A drone,” Anders saw. The drone that the woman was tethered to was vaguely disk-shaped, but with four ‘grab’ arms splayed out in the open vacuum like some sort of insect. A number of bright floodlights glared out from its underside.

      As Anders watched the woman, he saw her clank up the side of the wreckage on heavy magnetized boots, reaching the end and slinging a bulky rifle-looking thing from her shoulder. This, she braced and pointed at the edge of the piece of metal before a beam of burning red laser light appeared and sparks erupted at her feet.

      “A scavenger team,” Patch whispered, pointing over Anders’s shoulder to where there were other such Night Raiders tethered to their own drones and cutting up the wreckage. “Probably searching for any good metals to use.”

      “Well, let’s not disturb them, shall we?” Anders whispered. He was painfully aware that just because the Nova had a large privacy shield that should stop enemy proximity scans, he would also look like a fuzzy, blurred patch of space against the distant glowing line of the Milky Way behind them. Anyone in a ship probably wouldn’t notice it, but a person floating and jumping around space might.

      “Moriarty, fifteen-percent impulse,” Anders breathed, even though he knew that the distant figures would never be able to hear them.

      The lieutenant angled the Nova’s nose, and they gradually started to dive underneath the wreckage field.

      “Keep her slow,” Anders said as he gripped the flight handles, although he wasn’t entirely sure if he was talking to Moriarty or himself as he eased the Nova forward.

      “Fifty meters to target,” Moriarty announced. “Forty… Thirty…”

      Luckily for them, the field of debris had long since aggregated in that way that all matter does in a vacuum. It had created a wide, undulating sort of composite, with only a few outlying pieces of larger rotating metals.

      “Twenty… Ten…”

      The bright, glaring lights of the scavenger drones winked out one by one as the Nova moved to place the wreckage field in between them. Anders found his eyes rising to look at the ceiling of floating parts, scanning for any small figures jumping on their micro-rocketry.

      There were none. But as Anders looked ahead again at their trajectory, he saw what the wreckage field had been hiding: Bonetown itself.

      “Stars almighty…”
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            Outer Debris Field II

          

        

      

    

    
      Bonetown was well-named, Anders thought. The structure looked like a carcass, but of what, precisely, it was hard for him to say.

      It was vaguely triangular, like a vast pyramid with the sections of hull plating that were still intact, a dull, bronze-colored sort of gold. The image struck Anders’s eyes oddly, as if there was something about it that could have been familiar. Was there an old holo that I had seen once that showed a ship like that?

      But whatever sort of craft that the gigantic cone-pyramid had once been, now it looked gutted. Gigantic girders like ribs were clearly visible where its external hull had been removed. In at least two levels, these ribs were cracked, bent, and entire sections had been scrunched into each other as if the behemoth had suffered some insane-level decompression event.

      Decompression? Anders frowned. Although he was fully aware that was a danger for every space vehicle, the possibilities of that happening had become far less likely now that field technology was widespread.

      This hulk dates to a time before field technology, he considered. That would make it, what, late twenty-first century? Twenty-second? Almost four or five hundred years ago, which meant it was older than the entire Reach of the Golden Throne itself.

      Just like the mismatched encounter suits of the scavengers, Anders saw that the edifice of Bonetown was patchworked with different strata of metal repairs and entirely new units. Gigantic ceramic tubing burst out of one part of the ship to twist around to another part. Steel and aluminum domes and bunker-style constructions were clustered here and there like diseased warts on its side.

      And there was more movement, too. Anders suddenly realized that a patch of the Void itself was moving, and the daisy-chained external lights that dotted Bonetown scattered across the matte surface of one of their bulky shadow-craft as it came to dock. It looked only an eighth or less of the size of the pyramid structure.

      “Proximity!” Moriarty said sharply as something moved down from above them.

      Anders, Dalia, Patch, and Jake had been so caught up in the sight of Bonetown itself that they had failed to see the glow of the small scavenger drone as it emerged from the debris field that was their ceiling. It was upside-down, its lights pointing back up, and its line was tight as it assisted what must surely be on the other end of it.

      “All engines halt!” Anders hissed. “All lights off!”

      The Nova suddenly stilled and only the gentle undulating motion of the debris field itself, and the lowering scavenger drone, gave any sign of life.

      But none of that mattered. The silver chain pulled after it the clambering, leap-frogging form of the woman that Anders had first seen, still with her bulky laser cutter in hand as she dropped from underneath the debris. The drone paused, and she turned first one way, then another as the Night Raider looked for whatever valuable bits of flotsam she could find—

      The woman turned in their direction and suddenly flinched.

      “Drekk!” Anders swore.

      The Night Raider had seen them.

      Anders saw the woman crouch, and then jump back toward the hole in the wreckage. Just as the tether was about to stretch taut, she seemed to do something to decouple it with tiny bursts of steam from her back, and the scavenger drone and tether were now moving.

      “Intercept course,” Moriarty confirmed as the four-armed drone started to spin toward them faster and faster—a make-shift missile.

      “What do we do!?” Patch said, wide-eyed—as his goggles were still firmly in place atop his head. “We have to abort the mission! She’ll bring down all of Bonetown on top of us!”

      “Frack!” Anders gritted his teeth in consternation. Patch was right. If she had any kind of node or transmitter, they were doomed. Bonetown itself was vast, and if it was stuffed full of people as savage as Patch seemed to think it was, then there was no way that even the Nova could punch its way through and expect to get out alive. There was no powerful Whistle craft around to save them now.

      But we cannot allow the Eternal Empress to win. We cannot let her get her hands on the Archon! His hands flexed against the flight handles.

      “Ship impact,” Moriarty announced as the four-armed drone burst apart on their forward shields in a brilliant glow of orange plasma. The drone-missile was far too small to do any serious damage to the ship or even to compromise their shields, but that wasn’t the only danger it posed.

      “Well, if they haven’t seen us before, they fracking will now.” Anders gritted his teeth. There was only one option left. “Patch?” he said tersely. “Can you find this jammer thing once we’re inside?”

      Patch blinked several times, “Sure, my nodes have personal scanning software, but—”

      “Good. Okay. Moriarty?” Anders hit the release buckle for his seat’s X-harness.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “You have the Nova. Keep her and Jake out of harm’s way…” Anders looked to Dalia. Neither said anything, but the Ilythian nodded quickly and rose from her seat. She understood what the lieutenant meant to do. After all, Dalia of the Sixth Family was a spy. She knew all about infiltration and extraction.

      “Suit up, Patch. You’re with us.” Anders was already pushing past him down the small ladder that led to the main hull compartment of the clipper.

      “Lieutenant Anders.” It was Jake, holding onto the wall-mounted grab-rails and looking gaunt and wide-eyed at them.

      “You’re a kid, Jake.” Anders was already shaking his head as he seized the visor-helmet from the rack. “There’s no way that I’m taking you in there—”

      “The Oracle said to bring me with you!” the ragged teenager said with such ferocity that Anders felt the wave of his emotions hit him. Determination. Anger.

      “Jake, please—” Anders tried to argue.

      “It’s my life, and my galaxy too, sir,” he ended sullenly.

      Anders paused, looking at the youth who was radiating psychic emotion like a human battery.

      “He’s right, Anders,” Dalia said in a measured voice as she moved to join them, clipping two pistols to her thigh grips, just forward of two blades. “And also, we might have need of his talents.”

      “Sir?” Moriarty’s voice announced. “We have two of the enemy craft breaking free from the super-structure, sir.”

      Anders looked between Jake and Dalia before hissing loudly between his teeth. “We don’t have time for this! Fine. But I don’t like it,” he snapped, picking up a heavy laser pistol and throwing it for the teenager to catch awkwardly. “Suit him up, Patch!”

      “You don’t have to like it, Anders,” muttered the always-sullen voice of Jake behind him as Patch hurriedly grabbed equipment and service plate from the storage lockers and showing the youth, who could be even five or six years younger than he was, how to put it on.

      “Moriarty?” Anders called.

      “I have control, sir. I will have an active connection to your node as always, and will monitor your situation and respond appropriately,” the calm and cultured voice of the simulated intelligence said.

      “Just don’t pick any fights without asking me,” Anders grumbled and jammed his helmet-visor down, twisting it so that the seal locked. Instantly, his face was underlit with the blue glow of an internal holo-data HUD, or heads-up display.

      
        
        >>ENCOUNTER SUIT NOVA 1: Active

        >>>USER: Lt. Anders Corsigon (Captain)

        >>>>Suit Controls Active

      

      

      In a heartbeat, the miniature green, floating ‘M’ that was the icon for Moriarty appeared in Anders’s lower right-hand vision, indicating that the simulated intelligence had established a solid connection with the suit. A little way above that, there appeared one by one the other members of the Nova suit-group, syncing with the entry data that Moriarty supplied.

      
        
        >>NOVA 2: Dalia.

        >>NOVA 3: Patch.

        >>NOVA 4: Jake.

      

      

      “Everyone, stay tight. On me,” Anders said as they crammed into the small pressure chamber of the Nova. Ahead of them was the double airlock door.

      “Sir?” Moriarty’s icon flashed on his screen. “We have incoming. The two enemy craft have changed trajectory and are on an intercept course with our location.”

      “No time like the present.” Anders nodded to his team and hit the airlock release button. The screen flashed a green circle, slowly winding down as the oxygen was pumped out to match the vacuum of space outside.

      “The crafts are nearing weapons range, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      Not fast enough. Anders looked at the diminishing half-circle and pulled the red-handled emergency release lever.

      There was a sudden gale of steam as the airlock doors slammed back, and the group was shot up toward the debris field like corks.
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            The Meat Grinder

          

        

      

    

    
      Anders flailed and rolled. He saw blackness, then the burning blue glare of the Nova as Moriarty initiated emergency evasive maneuvers, and then he saw the sudden nearness of gigantic bits of metal debris.

      “Activate suit-group stabilizers!” Anders shouted, knowing that his suit—as he was recognized as the captain—could automatically send group-wide orders to the rest of his squad.

      My squad, a part of his brain that wasn’t suffering immense G-forces thought. Strange. He hadn’t had a squad since his old training days.

      And then Anders’s spin was slowing. The tiny micro-field generators at his hips, heels, back, and elbows glared, working in tandem until he had slowed to a graceful roll. Meters behind him, the group-wide order had done precisely the same thing for all the other suits, leaving them in a line of slowly-flailing humanoids, like a strange new flock of deep-space creatures.

      Anders saw the trail of disappearing blue as the Nova vanished into the distance, and then the glare of crimson red 17G field generators as the two Night Raider shadow-craft followed.

      Above them was the debris field, much closer now. “Suit-group thrusters, forward,” he said, noting how Jake at the back was waving his arms and attempting to make swimming motions. “Just follow our lead, Jake, you got this,” he said firmly, which seemed to quiet the youth down somewhat.

      The field generators of his encounter suit pushed him forward with a gentle but firm propulsion, until the nearest hull plate filled his vision, and—

      Thump. He hit it and clicked the suit propulsion system off. He felt the reverberations through the metal as the other Nova-group members made purchase.

      “Magnet controls,” Anders ordered, and suddenly his legs swung around as his boots clamped onto the surface of the slow-moving plate. One by one, the others did the same, not setting the magnetic field too high, otherwise they wouldn’t be able to lift their feet at all.

      “Move out,” Anders said, forgoing the suit propulsion system entirely and instead running along the surface of the plate to the near edge. He glanced at his holo HUD to check that his group was tight and close behind him, especially Jake. They were.

      The edge of the metal rose up, and Anders remembered the zero-G training from his Marine basic training days. He looked up for the next closest bit of debris that would have enough mass to take their momentum, and he found it in the form of a gigantic rectangular container, pockmarked with holes.

      Anders’s boot hit the edge of the wrecked hull plate, and he pushed off. In a vacuum, there was no friction, and as much force was exerted away as it was forward, but Anders had chosen his landing spot well, and the large mass of the plate generated only a tiny amount of inertia. Still, he felt it slowly dip as he pushed out, curving through space, bringing his knees and his feet up to hammer down onto the container.

      “Team!?” Anders braced his forward momentum with his arms, giving him a chance to look behind him.

      Wham! Patch was the next to take a leap and land heavily on the container top, rolling forward. The Voider, unsurprisingly for one who spent a lot of their time out here, was a natural at spacewalks.

      The young psychic had no experience, though. He misjudged his leap and started to cartwheel through the space between them.

      He’s going to hit the edge! Anders had already pushed himself and turned back. Just because there was no friction out there, it didn’t mean that there was no velocity.

      “I have him.” Suddenly, there was the long form of Dalia in her own encounter suit, colliding with Jake and kicking out with her legs to spin them around and change their trajectory. It was a textbook-perfect athletic move that rotated the conjoined two until they had rolled to the top of the container and landed only a little awkwardly.

      “Jake, you good?” Anders asked, checking his command-suit readouts.

      
        
        >>NOVA 4: Jake. HEARTRATE ELEVATED,

      

      

      “Yeh-yeah, I think, sir…” came back Jake’s much smaller reply through the suit-to-suit.

      At his side, Anders saw Patch look at him with obvious worry. This isn’t going to work, is it?

      But it was the Ilythian who came up with a solution. “I’ve got this,” she said as she checked the suit’s utility belt, and, finding the attachment she required, drew forth a poly-filament metal wire on a locking hook. She clipped it to one of the miniature handles on Jake’s suit. “This is how we Ilythians learned to survive in space. Balance between two parties.”

      Anders didn’t really understand the alien philosophy, but right now, he didn’t care. “Good,” he said, already turning and sighting down the long avenue of metal they were on. It pointed at another few pieces of rotating junk, and then the gigantic edifice of Bonetown itself.

      I can only pray that these Night Raiders don’t have sensors sensitive enough to detect individuals, Anders thought, and he broke into a run.

      His boots hit the metal, moving faster and faster as he built up momentum. Soon he was sprinting faster than he ever could on a planet, with all his movements enhanced by the assisted servos and musculature-joints of the encounter suit.

      And this isn’t even a full suit of combat-plate! The thought flashed through Anders’s mind. A part of him even wondered what it might have been like if he hadn’t chosen the field work of the MPB and had instead opted to become a Throne Marine.

      But that wasn’t an option, he knew. Because then he wouldn’t have stayed with Cassie, and they wouldn’t have had Sibbi…

      The edge of the container was coming up fast, and Anders had already chosen his next jump target: another section of hull plate, long on one end with an ‘L’ of a right angle at the far corner.

      Perfect. Anders measured his last few bounding paces and jumped—

      “Sir!” Moriarty’s icon flashed in his HUD, just as something whipped across the night, striking him in the chest

      “Ach!” It was one of the silver-chain tethers, thrown by a Night Raider scavenger attached to a much smaller curve of debris below them. The chain was heavy, as thick as his arm inside the suit, but worse still had sent him off course.

      
        
        >>SUIT IMPACT!

        >>>Chest Plate Integrity 90%

      

      

      “Anders!” he heard Dalia shout.

      “Stabilizers!” Anders ordered as wreckage and space spun around him. His spinning slowed, but it was only just in time to stop him from cracking his suit on the bit of crumpled engine housing.

      
        
        >>SUIT IMPACT!

        >>>Chest Plate Integrity 70%

      

      

      “Oooof!” Anders clutched the large bit of pipe and affixed girders as his head continued to spin. His chest was throbbing, but it wasn’t paralyzing or unsurmountable. Nothing serious had been broken. He looked back and saw that now he was inside the jagged jigsaw of the debris field, with bits of metal circling and rotating all around him.

      And there, scratched into the surface of a large section of rotating hull plate, were giant letters:

      
        
        Welcome 2 Da Meat Grinder!!!

      

      

      Oh crap, Anders thought.

      “Dalia, keep the others safe,” Anders said first, trying to understand the route that he must take to get back to them. But it was as if the lieutenant had found himself in a slow-moving kaleidoscope. Edges of girders and plates and housings and turbines turned and spun, providing no clear route back.

      I can see their positions. Anders saw the small blips of the other Nova suits on his HUD, but in between him and them was a myriad of objects that could tear his suit to shreds. He could have called on Moriarty’s strategic expertise, but he didn’t want to divert the intelligence’s processing power while it tried to outwit the shadow-craft.

      “We’re coming to you,” Dalia started to say over the suit.

      “No. Get Patch to Bonetown.” Anders was adamant. “Get the mission done, I’ll find a way out—” Anders was saying…

      Just as a piece of hull plate flung itself at him.

      Fracking hell! Anders had no time to judge or calculate his best move. He leapt to one side, away from the engine housing to the next piece of space trash. He caught the long girder of riveted metal with his hands, but it wasn’t large enough to halt his spin. Both Anders and the girder swung like the hand of a clock before his grip slipped and he was rolling through the vacuum toward the next impact.

      “Ach!”

      
        
        >>SUIT IMPACT!

        >>>Back Plate Integrity 80%

      

      

      Anders slammed into something, and, confusingly, started to roll down an angled incline of metal as the trash ‘skies’ above him whirled and collided. His disturbance of this ‘Meat Grinder’ had sent it into a dangerous chaos.

      “Sir! Enemy forward on your eleven o’clock!” Moriarty’s voice broke through Anders’s shock.

      “Stay out of it!” Anders hissed as he swung out with one metal-clad leg, stamping on the metal and stopping his roll. His right hand had already moved to his holster, raising the pistol and sweeping it across to his left.

      Slam!

      One of the Night Raiders smacked it out of his hand with the heavy body of her cutting rifle. It was the woman he had seen first, and her face was twisted into a savage snarl that could have been glee or fury or both. Anders couldn’t tell.

      Smack! She cracked him in the faceplate with the butt of the rifle. It wasn’t strong enough to even scratch the thick crystal-glass, but it knocked him back as she reversed the rifle and closed her hand on the trigger.

      Anders snarled back, just as ferociously as his opponent as he kicked up, his boot catching the weapon under the muzzle and flinging it up just as a line of angry crimson light burst into the metal beside his shoulder. Anders kicked again at the raider’s legs, and although he couldn’t hear her, he could see her open-mouthed shout as she jostled back. Anders rolled, his training forcing his free hand to his other pistol as he turned, sighted, and fired.

      The shot hit her square in the chest, flinging her back with a spray of sparks and glittering fragments of her suit metal. Anders breathed hard as he saw her body twitch while she somersaulted slowly through the vacuum, then went still.

      “Sir, four o’clock!” Moriarty once again informed him.

      Anders to look up just in time to see a rounded barrel of metal like an old fuel drum spinning toward him.

      He leapt out of the way, but the barrel hit the piece of metal he had been fighting on, unbalancing it and starting to flip it over, straight into a very large, and very solid-looking section of hull plating. Anders would be squashed like a bug.

      “No, no, no, no!” He jumped in a desperate, climbing scrabble toward the rising edge. “Full suit propulsion!” he breathed, and suddenly, he was rocketing up the rising edge, shooting out just before it could smash into the opposite plate.

      “Left, sir,” Moriarty said.

      Anders had no time to argue as bits of metal whirled around him. He turned.

      “Your other left, sir!” Moriarty’s tone managed to sound even more urgent.

      Anders did so and flew through the rotating blades of some ancient turbine.

      “Right! Left again!” Moriarty was guiding him as Anders relayed the simulated instructions to his suit’s field generators. He skimmed over shards of shining crystal-glass and through a huge, rusted pipe.

      And then suddenly, there in front of him was an empty stretch of space between him and the broken-down pyramid of Bonetown.
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            Ozymandias Vector

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 8 (Near Territory)

      

      The Voider station looked like some slow-moving god as it burned its way through the night, leaving an impressive blue-field comet-like trail behind it. A myriad of eccentric craft clustered near the station as it sought the sanctuary of the dark, and they reminded Black Rose of the shoals of helper-fish that hung around the far larger whales of regular marine oceans.

      Ozymandias was huge, and it had been an easy station to track with her ship controls. Her Code-X throne reconnaissance vessel was itself a small wedge against the night, and the craft’s heavy shielding protected it from the scanner sweeps of the prime Voider station. The Code-X craft could have been called a pinnacle of throne military engineering, designed for the most subversive and perilous of observation, infiltration, sabotage, and extraction missions.

      Just like me, the red-haired, pale-skinned clone thought. But there was no smile on her lips, nor any trace of warmth to her thought.

      The woman wondered at her irritation as she slowed her thrusters, allowing her speed to match the distant Ozymandias ahead. She knew that was against Commander-General Cread’s orders—she was to waste no time in apprehending the fugitives, and her refined scanners had tracked their FTL signatures here.

      But I like this part, Black Rose realized about herself. She didn’t understand people who said that the worst part of any mission was the jitters beforehand.

      They are just weak-willed, she had to surmise.

      Black Rose liked the flutter of uncertainty in her belly as she considered all the possible scenarios that could play out ahead of her. It made her sharper. She liked hanging back and observing her target, waiting until the tension built to a crescendo.

      She wondered if it was that sense of uncertainty that she craved. Her life so far was more like the Code-X craft than she would care to admit. Every meal, training session, lesson, or mission was planned out to exact military standards. But it wasn’t just the regular routine of a military timetable that occupied her, it was also the scientific observations of the Gene Seers. When she wasn’t being dropped behind pirate or dissident lines to fight her way out, or to kill a high-ranking target, she was at the complete mercy of a constant battery of psychological and biological testing procedures. Even something as simple as her meals changed every day to reflect her current metabolic rate or particular nutritional requirements.

      I am a machine just like this one. She patted the armrest of the Code-X craft, but this time that thought did not give her the comfort that it had before.

      If anything, Black Rose didn’t quite know what she felt right at the moment.

      Is it that the commander-general is angry at me? she interrogated herself. Perhaps. But then again, she had seen Cread angry on many occasions before, hadn’t she?

      The image of those broken-open bio-containment tubes swum into her mind once more—the ones on the frontier world of Benevolent, which had apparently contained PK-active humans.

      I was grown in one of those tubes, she knew, although she had no recollections of the event. The young clone had never been under any illusions about her parentage at all, or her mix of it, at least. She was the product of many thousands of splices of selective gene-coding, even with a bit of Ilythian genetic structure layered into the mix.

      I am a machine, she told herself. I was built for a purpose. Again, that had never been a fact that had bothered her. Commander-General Cread and the Architrex of the Gene Seers himself had always praised her for it.

      ‘You are a thoroughbred! Unique!’ she recalled the head of the Gene Seers, Architrex Vasad Aug’Osa, proclaiming on more than one occasion.

      Black Rose let out a small sigh through her nose and set the Code-X recon craft, still almost invisible behind its heavy cloak of shields, on an intercept course with Ozymandias.

      She was a machine that had to do its job, after all. What else was she, if she wasn’t her work?
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            Bonetown

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 8 (Outer Territory)

      

      “Policeman! Ahead on your eleven o’clock,” the voice of the young Voider Patch McGuire came over Lieutenant Corsigon’s suit intercom. Anders followed the tiny green vectors on his helmet’s internal HUD to see the distant dull blue glows of his team’s field generators. They looked tiny compared to the backdrop of the Night Raiders’ home.

      “I’m coming.” Anders shot forward, increasing his own suit’s propulsion as much as he dared without making it too obvious.

      We’re too small to be seen on ship scanners, right? he kept telling himself. And anyway, the Night Raiders were still using old 17G orange field technology, weren’t they? No way they would be able to detect them.

      Anders wondered if he was desperately trying to convince himself of the fact.

      He spotted Patch hanging in mid-vacuum, and just a little way away was Jake, tethered to a stationary Dalia.

      “Run into some trouble back there, sir?” Patch asked, throwing him a very sloppy salute and a grin.

      “You have no idea,” Anders groaned, just as Jake suddenly flinched.

      “Guys? Uh, it looks like trouble has followed you out, Anders.” He pointed back to the accretion disk of the debris field to see the bright glows of a handful of scavenger drones leaping from the edges of broken and torn metals. Each of them had their four arms around the chest of an angry, gesticulating Night Raider as they charged toward their prey.

      “Will they never just give up!” Anders growled.

      The crew of the Nova turned and flew as fast as they could toward Bonetown, with the squad of Night Raiders chasing after them.

      A line of orange-red fire shot past Anders’s right shoulder, and he rolled, turning on his back to shoot behind him with the only pistol he had left.

      Six of them, four of us… He growled as his first shot missed the Night Raider that had fired the laser cutter.

      It’s just like ship-to-ship combat, he told himself, and instead of trying to sharp-shoot them as he would have done on a planet, he fired a line of laser bolts ahead of them.

      There was a sudden explosion of sparks as he must have hit one of the drones carrying a scavenger as if the human were its child. Anders saw the scavenger flail and kick, but it was no use. The drone lurched crazily off course, trailing plasma-steam.

      Five of them, four of us, Anders corrected.

      But five against four were still bad odds, especially since each one of the frenzied raiders was armed with one of those bulky rifles. And they were gaining on them, as their drones had far larger field generators than any suit could power.

      Anders heard a growl of frustration over his suit-to-suit from the Ilythian as Dalia turned to one side with one sweep of her arm, firing exact and precise shots that Anders could watch searing through the night toward the group. But the policeman could see that the Ilythian agent couldn’t fight as she might want to. She was still tethered to Jake and could only perform sudden, random attacks before moving to cover the youth with her own body.

      Anders watched Dalia’s laser bolts spear toward their pursuers.

      But everything is so slow about space combat! he fumed.

      The Night Raiders had time to break apart and form a wide, scattered cloud as the laser fire shot through the middle of them.

      And now that they aren’t bunched together, they are much harder to strike. Anders flew back as the first two raiders started to edge closer. Lines of orange plasma fire burst across and under him as the scavengers apparently had a similar problem to him.

      “Lieutenant!” It was Patch’s voice, rising in alarm as the other two Night Raiders edged closer, one below and one above. It was like herding cattle, Anders imagined. They were firing on their outer edges to keep them bunched together and make them easy targets.

      “Keep going!” Anders snapped at his squad, recalling his basic zero-G maneuvers from his Marine training.

      “Full propulsion,” he said, raising his knees to his chest and then kicking out into a jackknife, while at the same time spreading one arm to the side. The blue glow of his suit’s field generators suddenly grew brighter, and the movement spun Anders off from their collective course, darting outward, straight at the nearest raider.

      “Take that—” Anders grunted as he shot toward a human man with a shaved head behind his own bubble-helmet. The Night Raider clearly hadn’t been expecting the sudden change of trajectory so didn’t correct his drone’s flight in time, just before Anders threw out one hand as he shot past.

      “Gotcha!”

      He grabbed the scavenger by the shoulder-guard and tightened his grip as the sudden momentum spun them around.

      Anders suddenly released his grip on the drone-attached scavenger, sending the duo shooting out from him like a strange shotput, straight into the next raider.

      Anders was still spinning in the vacuum as the two scavengers collided in a mess of limbs and banging helmets, driving them back. The force of their collision wouldn’t even be enough to register as a suit impact, he was sure, but it bought the others a little time.

      “Anders!?” It was Dalia’s worried voice over the suit intercom. The others had kept on fleeing, and Anders realized the downside of his plan. The others were now over thirty meters from his location, leaving him behind.

      “Full propulsion!” he said again, and this time maintained the burn of the field generators as he straightened his arms at his sides and launched forward like a human missile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A line of laser fire shot out in front of Dalia. The Ilythian was close enough to the Night Raider home that it filled her vision, and she could clearly see the laser shot burst into a spray of sparks and flame harmlessly on its hull.

      “Dalia!” Jake was shouting in panic.

      “Control your breathing!” the Ilythian said through gritted teeth. But she wasn’t surprised. The human boy had been through much already in his short time in the ‘real’ world, and his PK abilities only made him more sensitive and vulnerable to not only his emotions but everyone else’s as well.

      Right now, Dalia knew that she couldn’t afford to have a panicked PK on her hands. And she had other problems with the boy, mainly that his tether was a drag factor on her flight.

      “I see an entry!” Patch had already made surface contact with the bronze-colored hull of the behemoth, and she could see him racing up the side of the interlocking panels toward where a line of rounded bulkhead doors sat. Some kind of service chute system? She knew they would have to make entry quickly, and that the Night Raiders behind them would follow.

      “Anders!?” She checked the grossly-uncomfortable suit’s HUD to see the vector of Nova 1—Anders’s suit—still far behind them but approaching at speed.

      And then a powerful wave of fright washed over her, making her gasp for air. It was Jake. She had swept in front of him, dragging him behind her on the poly-filament wire tether, and, as she turned, she saw that one of the Night Raiders had managed to close with him and was hanging off his boot.

      Yvee’l! Dalia blistered the recycled atmosphere inside her suit with a very, very bad Ilythian curse.

      But Dalia had trained in zero-G combat, even more than Anders had. She was, after all, an agent of the Ilythian Council, tasked with protecting the heritage of Ilythia in all situations and environments.

      But these suits are rudimental, to say the least. She easily manipulated the controls so that only the field generators on her heels were firing as she forced her body to jack-knife. She rolled back, spinning as she did to grab the tether line between her and Jake, pulling herself along it at speed as they looped.

      Dalia saw Jake’s frightened face clearly visible for a moment underneath her, and then she was colliding with the snarling, struggling raider as they were trying to raise their laser-cutting rifle in one hand.

      “Oooof!” Her body thumped into his, knocking the laser rifle away as she swiveled and spun her legs to grapple the drone. The two humans and one Ilythian became a dizzying ball of speed as they rolled through the vacuum.

      SLAM!

      Dalia thumped into the side of Bonetown’s hull with a jolt that sent shockwaves up her spine.

      
        
        >>SUIT IMPACT!

        >>>Back Plate Integrity 75%

      

      

      Cheap, yvee’l human materials! She gasped as they rebounded from the hulk, but her plan had worked—the impact had been fast and powerful enough for the Night Raider attached to Jake’s boot to let go, and now he was flailing a few meters out from them.

      “Good night,” she said, firing her laser pistol repeatedly into the snarling man’s chest until a jet of steam mingled with bright sparks sent him flying backward, stilling as he did so.

      Which only leaves one left, if Anders dealt with the other two. Dalia searched for the remaining scavenger.

      Only to find the final woman right beside her, and with her laser cutter already raised and pointed straight at her.

      PHZZT! Before Dalia could react, a shot of laser fire had punctured the woman’s suit and slammed her into the side of Bonetown before sliding down the hull plate. The shot had come from Anders, flying toward them with his pistol outstretched in both gloved hands.

      “Thought you needed some help,” he said as he landed on the side of the hulk.
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      “I’m sure that I don’t need to tell anyone how quickly we have to move,” Anders murmured as he pushed himself down the rounded tunnel of the service chute that Patch had found.

      “I wasn’t planning on hanging around, policeman,” Patch said.

      The tunnel was barely wider than Dalia was tall, and it looked to be some kind of disused maintenance system. Disused, but not forgotten. Anders saw the ripped-open wall panels here and there, open to exposed modules, with only the leftover fragments of gutted wiring.

      This place has been ransacked of anything useful. Anders grimaced. For some reason, it annoyed him. The society that must have built such a super-structure—and he presumed that it was an Old Earth society, at the dawn of the inter-stellar age, because the stenciled corridor designators were all human numerals and letters—had clearly put in vast amounts of effort to build such a thing.

      And in a time without field energy or FTL drives! Anders’s mind boggled at the thought. Such a grand effort must have been for something, but what?

      The tunnel was lit only by the dull blue glow of their field propulsion systems and the steady white lights under the collars of their suits. They must have already passed through several hundred meters of corridor, as Patch had synced his node scan with the Nova suits.

      Anders checked and saw a pulsing orange triangle like a magnetic compass, pointing in one steady direction, slightly off to one side. As he had no idea of the internal layout of this place, all he could do was head in that direction and hope this wasn’t a maze that would lead them to a dead-end.

      “Try the next right,” Patch murmured. His voice sounded even more subdued than Jake’s, when the sullen teenager talked, that was.

      I’m not surprised… Anders grimaced again. Patch was the only one who really knew the danger that they were in, with his greater knowledge of these so-called ‘Night Raiders.’

      It had been something of a shock for Anders to find such a large and clearly very capable rogue community out here in the Void. Oh, he had known that there were any number of rogue worlds and pirate bases out on the fringes of the throne’s reach, but these Night Raiders appeared almost as strong and formidable as the Voiders themselves.

      Another entire faction of humanity, the MPB officer in Anders’s mind thought, trying to assess what this meant for everything that he had left behind, and for the war. Maybe the Golden Throne wasn’t as all-powerful as it had always presented itself to be? Maybe there were many such groups here and there, throughout this side of the galaxy, hidden away and just biding their time.

      They reached a T-junction of the same perfectly circular tunnels, and Anders swung out, laser raised, as Patch covered him in the other direction. No welcoming party.

      Yet.

      “We’re not far, I don’t think,” Patch whispered.

      No humans blocked their path, the lieutenant saw, but three small, orange LED lights did.

      “LEDs? Who uses those anymore!?” Anders couldn’t stop himself from saying.

      “They were common when this thing was made, I reckon,” Patch said.

      The three lights were in fact the indicator lights over a bulkhead door, blocking their path. “Damn!” Anders said. “Moriarty—” he began, about to ask the simulated intelligence to hack the door for him, before he realized that he didn’t want to burden the intelligence’s processors as it fought off two of the larger shadow-craft.

      “If the Nova is still even in one piece,” Anders muttered to himself.

      “What was that, sir?” The smooth voice of the simulated intelligence reappeared, only this time, it was cut through with static. “I appear to be experiencing some interference.”

      “It’s probably the distance,” Anders said. “How goes the battle?”

      Another snarl of static, as the glowing ‘M’ icon flashed on and off several times, reconnecting with his suit. “…difficult, to be honest, sir,” he heard. “I am afraid that the ship is slightly worse off than it was when you left it in my care.”

      “But you won?” Anders frowned.

      This time, thankfully, the connection was stronger. “Oh yes, sir. I collided the two craft into each other in what I am sure that you will agree—given that I am not an official aeronautics intelligence—a spectacular display of tactical processing skills.”

      “Good job. What’s your current location and status?” Anders asked.

      “Well, currently on route to your location, but in a very wide vector, almost one lightyear circumnavigation,” Moriarty said. “I’m afraid that we lost the privacy shields, sir,” Moriarty explained, “and I want to stay out of direct scanning range until I have to perform your extraction.”

      “Very wise, hold course,” Anders said. “I have no idea how long this will take, so—”

      Moriarty interrupted him, which was something that he had never done before. “I should also inform you, sir, that if you were planning a quick getaway, I will have to encourage you to reassess your strategies.”

      Oh no. “Moriarty? What happened?” Anders said.

      “As well as the privacy field generator, the Nova has also lost FTL drives, I’m afraid. We won’t be able to jump anywhere until an extensive repair and rebuild has taken place. Sorry.”

      Oh great.

      “What’s that, boss? Trouble?” Patch had pushed himself closer to the lieutenant.

      Do I tell him? Anders wondered for a moment. It will only spook the young Voider further and might even cause Jake to have a psychic attack.

      But Anders was, if nothing else, an honorable man. “The Nova’s on route, but she’s lost FTL engines.” He grimaced. “It sounds like she’s limping.”

      Patch’s already pale face did blanche whiter as he swallowed nervously. “Okay,” he said, then repeated himself. “Okay… Okay. Well, your ship outran them before, so there’s nothing to suggest she can’t do it again, right?”

      “Right,” Anders said, and then, to take the Voider’s mind off it, if nothing else, “Can you open this door?”

      Patch blinked several times, looked at the bulkhead door, and then nodded distractedly. He floated past Anders, raised the node on his wrist, and started tapping it. Anders saw the Voider’s eyes scan and dart across the internals of his visor as he selected and clearly re-programmed the door controls through the scanning connection of his node.

      “Anders?” It was Jake, hovering into view. “Something bad is happening.”

      Oh, great! Anders grumbled to himself. Do I really have to tell Jake this might be a one-way mission? The ex-officer’s brain was already trying to figure out alternative solutions to the Nova’s predicament.

      But, as it turned out, Jake hadn’t been making a statement about Anders’s news at all, as there was a sudden noise, clearly audible over the suit’s receivers.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. It was the sound of drums, reverberating through the walls.

      “What the crap is that!?” Anders could see his own reflection in the helmet-visor that he wore. His eyes were round.

      Patch, similarly on the verge of hysteria, shook his head. “I have no idea, policeman.” He tapped twice in the air, where his node had created a set of holo-controls, and one by one, the three orange LED lights flashed once, twice, and then went green as the bulkhead door opened.

      It revealed a small room on the far side that was a perfect box of silver aluminum. Hooks were still in place along one wall, and another, much thinner door sat at the far end, with an ancient style circular wheel-lock in its center. It looked to be a fairly standard equipping room, for whatever strange work teams would have been tasked to go into the service tunnels that snaked through the super-structure.

      “That thing is prehistoric!” Anders nodded at the wheel-lock. Back then, you had to manually winch doors closed to create a pressure seal. Above the wheel was a rounded porthole, also truly ancient, though some in the Golden Throne still placed them in their own habitat doors, and it was to this window that Patch was the first to get to, before suddenly startling and stumbling back.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. The sound of the drums once again echoed from beneath them, and much louder this time.

      “What is it?” Anders asked, moving to the porthole himself as Dalia and Jake shuffled in.

      The glass of the porthole was thick and laced with both interior and exterior veins of metal. Over the centuries, it had taken on a somewhat opaque quality, distorting the image around the exterior rim of the window.

      But it was still good enough for Anders to see what had so upset Patch.

      Their service-room airlock sat at the top of a vast hall, and it was filled with Night Raiders.
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      “I’m just going to put this out there,” Anders heard Jake murmur from behind them. “But whatever is on the other side of that door doesn’t sound all that great.”

      The kid’s not wrong, Anders thought. In fact, he was thinking that ‘all that great’ could be replaced with ‘totally fracking apocalyptic.’

      The hall below them was roughly the shape of a half-circle with a domed roof, near the top of which their small service airlock box sat.

      “It must have been a hangar bay once.” Anders recognized the general layout. Although many centuries out of date, the basic logistics of storing and launching a flight of spacecraft hadn’t really changed.

      They were nearer the flat side of the half-circular hall, and the rounded edge had several vast bulkhead doors like overlapping petals, which presumably would allow whatever craft had once sat in there to launch, seven at a time. Their room was at the top of a steel girder construction that looked as though it might have once housed a lift but had long since lost all useful components to the scavengers.

      We could climb down the girders. Anders winced. Or…

      The only other option was a steel gantry, suspended from the roof that crossed the entire length of the hangar bay, meeting another at right angles. Both gantries eventually made it to their walls, where more porthole-doors sat.

      We could climb out and try to sneak across above the heads of the raiders, Anders thought. That way had to be better than climbing down and mingling.

      Looking down, it was clear that the crowd below was not the sort to accept strangers into their midst. The Night Raiders had filled the floor of the hall, and appeared as a seething mass of laughing, shouting, fighting bodies. In several places, this tide of insanity rose as some had found perches or seats or perhaps even discarded spacecraft to clamber atop to try to get a better look at the strange proceedings.

      There was a cleared space near the back of the hangar, and Anders saw a line of actual flaming torches—which was insane in a contained environment that would doubtless need to conserve its oxygen—on tall stands interspersed with heavy-looking, square sorts of raiders. Each and every one of them had their hands on some kind of weapon. These men and women were clearly guards of some kind, keeping the roughly circular space behind them free of the crowd’s excesses.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. The drumming was loud, and Anders saw that it was coming from a large, bronze bell in the center of the cleared space, and if his perspective was anything to go by, then it had to be several times the size of a human.

      The bell was being struck by a distant figure in lurid red and black clothes, using a piece of metal girder like a mallet. The sound was heavy, but also thick and muffled, as inside this upturned bell there blazed a brilliant bonfire.

      A bonfire!? In space? Anders shook his head. Maybe these Night Raiders were even crazier than Patch had let on. Anders saw it spewing a greasy black smoke to collect high in the ceiling, where he knew that it wouldn’t disperse easily, and its heavy, noxious particles would circulate for a long time through whatever haphazard air-pumping system this place had.

      Do they just not care about their health? he wondered, before his question was answered.

      The bell ringer had stopped hammering the bonfire bell and had thrown the makeshift mallet to the ground, then started hollering and exhorting the crowd. “I can’t hear what they’re saying,” Anders grumbled as he relayed the sight back to the others. The heavy airlock door diminished the sound to a muffled murmur.

      “Sir, would you like me to lipread by activating your node’s scanning function?” Moriarty asked helpfully.

      “Yes, do,” Anders said, and suddenly, the voice of Moriarty overlaid the otherwise mumbling vision before him. It was a strange combination for Anders, hearing his trusted machine ally speak the words of the enemy.

      “…and so, that is why I am not worried at all!” the voice of Moriarty said, before adding, “And then a laugh, sir. Do you wish me to translate those too?”

      Anders could see the bell-ringing man double over onto his hands and knees as he guffawed at his own joke. The idea of hearing Moriarty attempt to laugh was uncomfortable, if not downright terrifying. “No, just translate his speech,” Anders said quickly.

      “As you see fit, sir,” Moriarty said, before launching into a more exuberant tone. “…to bring on the first challenger to the Death Palace!” roared the bell ringer, in Moriarty’s voice.

      “No, I can say this certainly doesn’t sound good.” Anders looked on in horror. The crowd, however, appeared to love it. The policeman watched with a rising sense of disgust as they pushed and shoved, and their clamor was so great that he could feel the vibrations through his boots. Back when Anders’s beat had been the crowded streets of New Gate City in the Hecta System, he would observe far smaller crowds getting similarly rowdy, particularly before the Challenge, every few years.

      It never boded well for anyone.

      But now, someone had broken free from the crowd and the heavy-set guards clustered around the challenger for a moment. It was a man—a very large man—wearing a ridiculous part-plate suit that exposed bare flesh.

      The crowd convulsed again, surging forward to watch the spectacle about to play out before of them.

      “For what we are about to receive, let us be truly thankful!” the bell ringer shouted via Moriarty.

      “August!” called the bell ringer, whom Anders now took to be the leader—or at least the spokesperson—of the Night Raiders. He was pointing at one of the guards, who immediately raised his arms defiantly, and Anders saw him give a defiant yell. The crowd of scavengers appeared to jump and applaud this turn, although Anders had no idea why.

      The guard ‘August’ wasn’t as stocky, as tall, or as well-built as the challenger, but he moved with confident authority up to the fire-brimmed bell while the challenger was still walking the line of guards, exhorting the crowd to ever greater feats of adoration.

      If this is what I think it is, my money’s on August. Anders squinted as he watched what he was sure would be a fight.

      Finally, the challenger moved across to the other side of the bell, with the bell ringer in between them.

      “Contestants, do you both accept your sacred duty?” the bell ringer roared.

      The crowd was stamping and jumping, but Anders presumed that they had.

      “Do you accept that only one of you can win? No hesitation? No mercy?” Moriarty once again translated, and the crowd once again went wild.

      “Then prepare yourselves!” The bell ringer stepped back, and Anders watched the two about-to-be fighters remove their armor and utility belts and all possessions before standing straight-backed with their chins up.

      More of the heavyset guards arrived, carrying what looked to be the glint of longswords.

      Swords!? They are actually going to fight with swords!? Anders shook his head in incredulity. But these blades weren’t the fine sorts of cavalry sabers that some of the Golden Throne elite might wear as a part of their dress uniforms. They were instead oddly serrated, misshapen, and massive.

      They’ve been cut out of bits of wreckage, Anders realized, before he saw the guards carrying the weapons plunge the weapons over the lip of the bell and into the burning bonfire itself. It was then that Anders realized that the guards were wearing heavy leather-style gloves.

      “No…” Anders shook his head. He didn’t want to watch this, and what was more, the policeman inside of him knew that he didn’t need to watch this. “Patch?” He turned to the Voider. “What are your scans saying about your field ansible?”

      Patch whistled and clicked his strange Voider tongue, making gestures in the air as he activated his node. “Dead ahead, and down.” He nodded the way that they had to go.

      Just our luck. Anders groaned, looking at his team. Dalia, Patch, and Jake looked back at him with the fierce glint of determination in their eyes. Each of them has been through a personal hell because of the Eternal Empress, Anders reminded himself. That was what was driving them.

      They are ready, he thought grimly. “On me,” he said. “And if anything happens to any one of us, the rest keep moving forward to the goal. Everyone clear?” He looked at each one in turn as he put his hand on the wheel-lock of the door.

      One by one, they all nodded. They knew what he was saying: this mission was bigger than any of them individually, and they couldn’t afford desperate heroics.

      Anders remembered a truism from his time at the MPB: You don’t need to be brave; you just need to know how to do your job, and how to do it well. Anders took a deep breath, then turned the wheel-lock—

      Which creaked with a terrible shrieking sound.

      Frack! Anders froze.

      But the reverberations of the distant crowd continued coming up through the soles of his boots. The Night Raiders below hadn’t heard them over their own din.

      Thank the stars, Anders breathed, turning the protesting wheel once more and stepping out onto the suspended gantry, twenty feet or so above a horde of people who would kill him as soon as they noticed him.

      Here goes nothing.
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      It was hard for Anders not to be extremely aware of the peril of his situation, especially as the mesh gantry beneath his feet creaked and swayed alarmingly.

      How old are these catwalks? The man froze and gripped the railings. He didn’t actually want to know the answer to his question, but his treacherous mind supplied it anyway—at least four centuries. Maybe five.

      The gantry was essentially a suspended bridge, held up by ridiculously thin-looking chains, all with bent or broken links somewhere in their line. Luckily, however, there were lots of them.

      Some twenty or more feet below were the great unwashed, greasy, shaved, sculpted, bald or else helmeted heads of the Night Raider throng. The sound of their bloodlust, in the form of catcalls and whoops, would have been deafening if Anders’s suit didn’t have automatic noise reduction.

      “Damn savages,” Patch muttered behind him. He appeared more comfortable walking the gantry, perhaps not at being above a few hundred murderous Night Raiders, but Anders reckoned it was because the Voider must be used to a fair bit of scavenging in dangerous environments. Behind Patch was Jake, wide-eyed and not able to take his hands off of the railings at all. Bringing up the rear came Dalia, who also didn’t look too perturbed by their predicament.

      “Only three meals,” Anders muttered over their suit-to-suit channel, in response to Patch’s comment.

      “Huh?” the young Voider asked.

      Anders shook his head, trying to focus on the task at hand. “Oh, it’s an old saying, but one that we keep alive at the MPB,” he said dismissively. “Civilization is only three square meals away from collapse. I can’t remember who said it, but if you’ve worked a double graveyard shift in any throne city, then I bet you’d agree.”

      Anders didn’t think that the people below were savages, or lunatics. Perhaps some of them were. Perhaps all of Patch’s spooky talk about ‘the dark’ of the Void was true, but Anders also knew how groups of people acted and reacted when you took away all higher purpose. Integrity, nobility, honor, loyalty, it all meant nothing to those with nothing left.

      Just like down there. He forgot to stop his eyes from peering down between the mesh, just in time to see the two scrapyard swords brought out from the bonfire by the heavy leather gauntlets of the guards.

      Each of the unique swords were long, almost a meter, by Anders’s reckoning. And their last third was now a cheery, steaming red where the flames had superheated it.

      “Dear god…” Anders frowned as he saw the guards place the swords on the ground between the two combatants, then strip off their leather gloves and hand them to the would-be fighters.

      It was hard for the officer to take his eyes from the horror of what was about to happen. He knew that there was no earthly need for those swords to be heated so much that they smoldered. It was purely for theater.

      “Fight!” the bell ringer roared in glee.

      Anders saw both men—the guard ‘August’ and the heavyset challenger from the floor—race to the nearest sword.

      Anders looked away. He didn’t want to spend his attention on it. “Come on!” he hissed at the others, who were also looking.

      Anders took a step, and the bridge wobbled, but it held. He took another step, as the crowd of Night Raiders below took on a hushed, almost reverential tone. Another step, faster and more confident this time, as he heard the hiss and grunt of male voices. He wondered if the solid-metal swords were hot enough to be felt through the gloves.

      Clang! The first blows were exchanged, and suddenly, the Night Raider crowd was roaring once more, shouting and accusing and praising the men as they fought.

      Now is our best chance, Anders thought. He had no idea how long the fight would last, and the Night Raiders’ attention was rapt. He started to speed up his pace, almost breaking into a trot.

      Ping! Suddenly, the gantry swayed violently to one side as one of the chains ahead of them broke, the added swinging causing too much pressure for the already bent links.

      Frack! Anders grabbed the railings once more, his heart almost stopping in panic. The very last thing he wanted to do was to get dumped into the middle of a fight between two angry men with burning swords!

      “Lieutenant—” Dalia hissed over the suit-to-suit communicator. He didn’t have to ask why. They were barely even halfway yet!

      “Keep going,” Anders said, taking a wider, slower step this time, and the swaying gantry bridge held.

      Clang! More clashes of metal below, and an appraising ‘woooo’ from the crowd.

      It wasn’t far to the mid-point, Anders saw, which was where there was a T-junction as another gantry joined up to this one and swept to the nearer wall at a right angle to their path. The midpoint might have more structural stability, Anders guessed, although he had no idea if he was correct or not. But there have to be more metal supporting structures, right? he told himself, as he took another step, and another.

      Ping! Another chain broke, this time behind them.

      “Dalia?” he half-turned and hissed, to see her glaring back at him.

      “Keep. Going!” she said.

      She was right. The sounds of the battle below continued, and now became mixed with the grunts and snarls of exertion, frustration, or pain. Anders took two more steps, and another.

      Ping-ping! This time, two of the chains broke from behind Dalia.

      “There’s too much movement on this section,” Anders breathed, suddenly making a choice. He half-jogged, half-ran forward and in response, the bridge started to rock and sway violently from side to side.

      But he quickly reached the intersection, stepping off and onto the right-hand gantry bridge, so that an entirely new section of the metal would take his weight and the others would be freer to move.

      “Anders!” It was Jake, in the middle, slipping with the rocking motion and hitting his knees on the gantry floor. Panic swept through the marrow of Anders’s bones like someone had filled them with ice-water.

      “I got you.” Dalia had calmly scooped him up by the back of his suit and hauled him one-handed to his feet. Anders didn’t realize that the Ilythian ‘elves’ were that strong, but apparently, they were.

      “Boss?” Patch skidded to a halt in the center of the T-Junction.

      “You’re the one who built the jammer, and it’s your scanner,” Anders said, nodding for him to continue. “Get to the other side, now.”

      “But you said we couldn’t stop or pause,” Patch frowned, which was true.

      “So I lied! Now go!” Anders snapped. Back in the service airlock that they had emerged from, he had been under the impression that he was determined enough to keep on going, and that the mission mattered more than any of them.

      That was still true, but the last two decades of MPB work and training were a hard thing to forget in a crisis. Anders had to be the one who went last, and who took on the risk of the bridge collapsing. It was what he was trained to do.

      “Sir?” Jake appeared in front of him.

      Ping! Another chain left its seating behind Dalia.

      “Go. After Patch now, lad.” Anders pushed him gently onward.

      Dalia was right behind him, and he could see her scowl behind her faceplate as she regarded him. “I’m quicker than you, human,” she said sternly.

      “Beauty before brains,” Anders said with a wry smile.

      “I have both,” Dalia said in such a deadpan voice that Anders didn’t know if she was being serious or not. Either way, she’s probably right, he thought. “Just go! I got this!” he said as the sound of clashing swords below seemed to be coming faster, with less time in between.

      Dalia blinked and said nothing as she hurried after Jake. Anders could see that Patch was nearly at the distant porthole door already. The three infiltrators were pretty evenly spaced out on the final section of the gantry bridge. Not putting too much weight on any one chain. Anders nodded. He waited another breath.

      Clang! “Argh!” A sudden howl of pain from below.

      Anders made his move, following the others.

      Ping! The sound of breaking links behind him continued, but it was shielded by the roar of the crowds and the jubilant shout from the bell-ringing cult leader of the Night Raiders.

      “And ladies and gentlemen! WE HAVE A WINNER!”

      Anders lifted his head to see that Patch had opened the porthole door ahead to darkness and was stepping into it with Jake and Dalia crowding behind.

      Just then, there was a screech of protesting metal, and a shriek as it finally gave up its many centuries of service.

      The suspension chains behind and on either side of Anders popped, one after the other like an invisible force was plucking them from their rusted fittings.

      And Anders slowly slid backward and down.
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      “Anders!” Dalia shouted, at the same time as Jake. The Ilythian was already moving back along the gantry to where one entire half had broken free and was crashing down into the crowd of Night Raiders.

      “No!” But there was a hand on her shoulder, and when Dalia flinched, she saw that it was Patch.

      With a rising torrent of shouts and screams, the bridge had fallen into the middle of the Night Raiders’ Death Palace ceremony, and Anders the rogue policeman was gone. Even the Ilythian’s sharp eyes could not find any trace of the man in the confusing tangle of bodies.

      “I could still get him!” Dalia was saying, as strong emotions that she was not used to surged through her. Below them, the horde was still tumbling and writhing in confusion. They hadn’t seen the rest of the infiltrators above.

      “Dalia, no. You know what the policeman said…” The young Voider’s voice was insistent and serious, both features that the Ilythian had never heard coming from him before.

      But Dalia had also heard what Anders had said to Patch earlier, too.

      “He lied,” she said sternly.

      Their argument was suddenly interrupted by a louder, amplified voice from below. It was the bell ringer/cult leader of the Night Raiders.

      “Make way! Make way! Move!” She looked down to see that the bell ringer was at the lead point of a wedge of guards forcing its way through the shocked and angry crowd. Dalia could see twisted and mangled bodies under the collapsed bridge.

      Don’t let Anders be one of them, she threw the thought down.

      The bell-ringing leader and his guards were using the butts of their rifles and metal clubs to beat back their discombobulated followers. They cleared a space around the tortured metal, and there, on a section of the bare floor where he must have landed on the heads of those beneath him, lay Anders.

      The Ilythian had her laser pistol out and was raising it expertly to sight down the muzzle at the distant cult leader. She was thinking that maybe she could take him out, and in the resulting confusion–

      “Dalia, please…” Patch was insistent at her side.

      With a heavy crash of her strange alien heart, Dalia realized the truth of what the young man was saying. What would she do in the resulting confusion exactly? Jump down there and kill nearly five hundred people, and somehow fight their way out through the rest of the Bonetown hulk?

      “What’s this?” She saw the bell ringer lower his rifle at Anders.

      Dalia hissed in anger.

      “He’s still alive!” one of the guards called, which was almost a relief for the Ilythian agent. Almost.

      “Seize him,” the bell ringer ordered maliciously, raising his head to look up at the ceiling where the gantry had fallen from. He was still looking at the far and broken section of the gantry bridge. He hadn’t yet swept his head around to where the rest of the Nova crew stood.

      “Dalia, we have to go. Now!” Patch pulled on the Ilythian’s shoulder.

      The young man was right. He had already pushed Jake ahead through the airlock, and Dalia let herself be pulled back by the man’s hands. They couldn’t save Anders, not now. And unless they wanted five hundred odd laser pistols and rifles and the stars knew what else firing up at them…

      We have to go if we want to complete the mission and stop the Archon, Dalia growled at herself. She jumped into the airlock after Patch but threw a look back over her shoulder just before disappearing into the darkness.

      The Ilythian agent looked down at Lieutenant Anders Corsigon being hauled to his feet. She was sure that she saw him bob his head woozily, although that could have been just the action of the guards manhandling his body.

      She felt terrible.

      But Anders is alive, she told herself. And if he’s alive, then he can be rescued.
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      Sector 8 (Near Territory)

      

      Alarms blared throughout the Voider station of Ozymandias. The unthinkable was happening.

      For the first time in a generation, the wide blue burn of the station’s gigantic field generators and assorted thrusters was starting to sputter out. The blue glow weakened and lightened as it did so. The super-massive station, home to thousands of Voider souls, still moved on course as it carried its forward momentum, but it was slowing at an unprecedented rate.

      And every rebellious and recalcitrant soul that called the near Void their home knew that was bad. You could never stay long in any one place out here, not if you didn’t want to be picked apart by the Night Raiders or eventually join the other assorted hulks and debris fields that drifted after the galaxy.

      The effect this had on the swarm of eccentric Void craft was one of surprise and panic, as there were several near-misses between the smaller craft and their parent station.

      The failure of the engines was unannounced, and it was only the last-minute action of keen-eyed pilots taking the helms from their automated or simulated intelligence controls that avoided greater disasters.

      As it was, there were still plenty of disasters to go around. The internal gravity generated by the forward motion and the rings went haywire. It was worse in the habitat ring nearest to the engines of course, as people were suddenly thrown to the sides of their rooms or found their tools, utensils, objects, and experiments shifting and rising with the sudden loss of gravity.

      The problems extended also to the hundreds of docked Void craft on the rings as they juddered and wrenched against their mechanical vices, tearing and bending metals.

      None of these problems were catastrophic, of course, and they could all be rectified by a group of people as resourceful as the human engineers of the Void, but it would put back each and every one of their experiments, projects, and personal missions by a factor of months.

      It was this sudden derailing of a thousand plans and experiments that concerned the willowy Councilor Martravia the most as she hurried to the field control hub.

      The anti-gravity experiments. The zero-point energy experiments. The enhanced FTL-systems, the astro-navigation studies, the superior titanium-graphene alloy processing. She panicked as her boots clattered down the corridor, the lights around her flashing orange, on and off.

      The councilor knew that it was these procedures that really gave the Voiders their edge in the ever-competing world of throne politics. If the Voiders didn’t have their enhanced node technology, then they wouldn’t be the cutting-edge scientists of their day, and that was the only thing that kept the Eternal Empress from arriving at their airlock and demanding that they come into the Reach of the Throne proper.

      And if we’re engaged in a full-scale war with the Night Raiders because we’re not even moving… Martravia grumbled as she reached the gigantic bulkhead door that stood in the way of the field control hub.

      Well, in answer to her own question came the awareness that their existence was only tolerated so long as they could provide ever-more wondrous and ahead-of-the-curve technologies to the rest of the Golden Throne.

      “System check.” She tapped the command node on her wrist, the largest one surrounded by a spray of smaller, more specific nodes—each one specializing in various micro-processing procedures.

      The node linked up to the hub with a dull chime, and a green light winked from both the door panel and her node at the same time.

      “Field control hub compromised,” the automated voice stated.

      “I couldn’t have guessed,” Martravia drawled heavily. She was the first to arrive, mostly because there was a reason why she was a councilor after all. Other Voiders might be rushing to the combustion rooms of the thrusters or the actual field generators themselves to ascertain where the fault lay, but Martravia had a mind like a laser.

      Start at the root of the system and work your way out, she knew. This was the central place where all the structural field systems were regulated. The master-switch, she might have explained it as.

      Behind those doors, processors matched, filtered, and regulated the different field generators around the station, keeping things in balance. She knew that the station was always playing a careful game of juggling energy from one system to another, and if any one part drained too much, then the rest of Ozymandias would suffer.

      “And anyway…” she muttered as she reached for the emergency locker release panel to take out gloves, helmet, and a toolset. “We weren’t attacked. The proximity alarms and scanners and shields didn’t show anything.” Martravia knew that this couldn’t be actual physical damage to the engines, therefore it had to be a micro-processing problem, didn’t it?

      There was a reason why she was a councilor, after all.

      “What are the internal environmental controls like? Hazardous? Good?” Martravia snapped as she waited for her node to request information from the hub.

      “All levels normal. No detection of hazardous materials, leaks, or radiation,” the metallic node-voice once again supplied.

      “Well, at least that’s something,” she sighed. Her worst fear had been that something had gone awry inside the hub, and that they would have to isolate, quarantine, or even go so far as decontaminate the hub room before they could fix anything that had gone wrong, but luckily not.

      The woman checked the toolkit, fixing it to her utility belt. There was a good array of tools in there—everything from blank nodes waiting to be activated to pliers and laser-cutters. She felt confident as she hit the door release button.

      “Message to Ozymandias Central Comms,” she said. “I want the station’s top three programmers and top three micro-engineers on my location, as soon as they’re available,” she said as the doors slid open, and she stepped inside. Between them all, she knew that they would be able to isolate the fault and make a programming hack to get around it.

      The bulkhead doors slammed shut behind her with a heavy clang, and she was walking into the large and complicated control room, everything underlit by a hazy blue.

      As was to be expected. She frowned as she walked past the rows of giant glowing crystal-glass tubes, filled with the constantly shimmering and changing haze of the 18G blue field.

      These tubes were stacked, one above another, each one several meters in length, plunging back into their wall units, with data-pads displaying their power outlets. The entire control hub was a maze of small avenues between these stacks.

      The problem was, however, that there appeared to be far too many of these field tubes operating. “That’s odd,” Martravia said shrewdly. Given the fact that Ozymandias was slowing to a near halt, she had thought that she would find this room almost entirely dark.

      She had a thought, moving to the nearest data-screen to check their readouts.

      Aha. It was down by some sixty percent of expected output. That meant that one or many of the master relays must have gone, and only a tiny amount of residual power was left to flow through the system.

      Councilor Martravia hurriedly followed the yellow arrows on the floor that led to the center of the maze, where the master controllers and relay switches would be stored. She turned one corner, and then another and another until she came to the central room, which appeared to be a crystal-glass box with steel supports and a latticework of metal around that.

      Ultimate shielding, Martravia knew. All in order to prevent any static charge. She couldn’t see inside the room as these panels of crystal-glass were bubbled and opaque.

      “Let’s take a look at you.” She tapped the door release node, waited for the door to slide out and open, and stepped inside to a room filled with tall, white machine-control boxes, gauges, and dials.

      And Black Rose, standing with a small half-smile on her features as she pointed her laser pistol straight at Councilor Martravia.

      “Ah. I see.” The councilor froze.

      “Do you?” Black Rose raised an eyebrow, gesturing with her pistol for the woman to step inside. She did so, and the door swung shut behind her.

      The tall, white boxes of the master controllers were mostly dark. She knew what she was doing. Martravia scowled, still with her hands up. The woman that she faced was tall and athletic, with hair that was a deep strawberry red and skin that was almost as pale as an Ilythian’s. She also had a form-fitting encounter suit, all in black, with many pouches and module attachments.

      An assassin for sure, Martravia thought shrewdly as her eyes searched for any rank, badge, or insignia. Of course there was none.

      But there’s only one power in the whole known universe that could pull this off, isn’t there? Martravia soured.

      “I take it that you’re an emissary of the Eternal Empress. What does she want?” she said.

      The Black Rose’s eyes narrowed for the briefest moment. “All hail the Empress Eternal,” she said flatly, sounding as though she herself were a simulated intelligence.

      “All hail,” Martravia spat the words.

      The Black Rose lifted her chin and looked down at the councilor, seeming to appraise her. After a moment, the woman appeared to decide something.

      “I want information,” Black Rose said seriously.
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      Sector 8 (Outer Territory)

      

      “Tell me your name!” someone screamed into Anders’s face as a bucket of something that was probably water was thrown over him.

      “Hgh-phubr!” the lieutenant spluttered, blinking.

      There was an angry face looking at him. The bell ringer was a man whose crow’s feet and deep cheek lines spoke of a life spent outside of the therapeutic bubble of the Golden Throne. He had short-cropped gray hair, and his mashed ears were ragged with several chunks long since torn. He had sunken eyes that were dark and bloodshot.

      I’m alive, was Anders’s first thought, and then, but perhaps not for much longer.

      Where were Dalia, Jake, and Patch? Had they managed to get out? He immediately tried to rise, but found that the Night Raiders had strapped him to a chair. He could see the backs of the scavenger guards a little way ahead of them, and the angry, baying crowd spitting and hooting at him.

      Wonderful. If he was here, then he realized that meant that the radiating heat at his back must be the bonfire-bell. Which is either a great or a terrible sign, depending on which way you look at it, the man had to admit.

      Slap! The bell ringer’s hand snapped out to catch him on the cheek, and it was a strong enough blow that when Anders’s head stopped ringing, he could taste blood.

      “Don’t look at them, look at me! I asked you a question!” he growled. “Who sent you? The Voiders? The throne? The republic?”

      “That’s four questions,” Anders said instinctively. He had never been good with bullies and had barely managed to stay on the good side of his old police chief.

      Slap! Another cuff, this time on the other side of his face, presumably for symmetrical effect. Anders gritted his teeth and glared at the scavenger.

      His gaze lowered to his tied wrists. They had stripped him of his helmet and the top jacket of his encounter suit, but his mesh undershirt and his voluminous trousers, still with their supports and pressure filtration systems, had been left. They have my node, Anders realized and could have groaned. He couldn’t even contact Moriarty.

      The bell ringer raised his hand to slap him once again as Anders recalled his basic training in such situations.

      If you find yourself in a hostage situation, you are NOT authorized to give any operational or personal details to your captors. So went the MPB manual.

      The idea was that every officer was a part of the greater ‘whole’ of the Golden Throne, and such a mighty and glorious edifice could not be brought down by one person!

      Well, screw them, Anders thought. He had other sources of training however, and that was from his actual years on the streets. On some occasions, he’d even had to negotiate with hostage-takers.

      You keep them talking. You buy yourself time for them to slip up or to provide you with useful information…

      And, in Anders’s case since he couldn’t see the rest of the Nova crew around, he guessed that they had gotten free, and he could instead buy them the time that they needed to secure the field ansible.

      “Wait!” Anders said, just as the man’s hand rushed down.

      Slap! This bell ringer didn’t bother to halt.

      Okay, so it’s like that, is it? Anders spat out some blood.

      “So? Which one? Voiders? Throne?” the bell ringer demanded of him as he straightened up, raising a gloved hand to quiet the boisterous audience. “Out here, we don’t like intruders, do we?” The man played to the crowd.

      And Anders started to see the glimmer of a plan.

      Unfortunately, that plan started by Anders Corsigon telling the truth.

      “I’m Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, a Golden Throne Military Police Officer,” he said in a loud and clear voice.

      A ripple of hissed surprise went out amongst the raider crowd, turning quickly into bellows of outrage. The effect it had on the cult leader in front of Anders was galvanic.

      “You don’t deny it?” the man growled in a deadly serious voice, suddenly standing right in front of Anders. A long-bladed knife pricked the skin of Anders’s throat.

      “No.” Anders looked up at the man with clear eyes. “But if any of you have nodes out here, then you’d also know that I am currently one of the most wanted men under the entire Reach of the Throne,” he said calmly.

      Start with a truth, he remembered the more useful interrogation lessons. There was only one way to beat an interrogation, especially one that looked set to involve beatings and torture—give pieces of information that you could confidently say was the truth, but make sure that the information is not valuable to the questioner.

      “You are, are you?” The man’s sunken eyes narrowed. He kept the blade at Anders’s throat but cast a look to one of his guards and nodded. “Check it out,” he said, before turning back.

      “Sounds like a ploy, policeman,” the Night Raider said. When this man called him that, it didn’t have any of the good-natured tones that Patch McGuire managed to put into it.

      Anders shrugged, as best he was able without slitting his own throat, that was. “It’s the truth. The Golden Throne wants me dead. You’ll see,” he said as the guard looked up from some device in his hands.

      It’s a data-slate, Anders realized. One of the ridiculously old-style ones that used truly ancient data-field technology. The Night Raiders must only have a patchy and sparse signal out here, but they had still managed to cobble whatever they could find to get access to the throne data-field.

      “Gerhardt!” the guard burst out, and Anders learned the bell-ringing cult leader’s name for the first time. “He’s telling the truth. Throne-wide priority-one capture alert on Lieutenant Corsigon, for treason and sabotage.” The Night Raider guard sounded incredulous. “And he’s the one who won the bloody Challenge on Hecta 3!”

      There. Anders would have smiled. That was the piece of information that he knew was even more valuable to his survival than the fact that the Eternal Empress wanted him neutralized.

      And it is the very bit of information that is going to buy Dalia, Patch, and Jake the time they need, he thought with a sort of sad contentment.

      The man knew what he had to do as he took a breath and spoke in as loud a voice as he could, so that at least some of the crowd of bloodthirsty fanatics would hear him.

      “I’m on the run, and I came out here to the Void. To the only place left where they don’t care who I was or what I did. To Bonetown. I came out here to join you. I want to challenge for the right to be a Night Raider guard!” he announced.

      Silence.

      “Well, I have to admit that you’ve got some balls, policeman,” Gerhardt, the leader of the Night Raiders, announced. “If you think that you can just waltz in here and think I’m going to give you a place in my guard.”

      “I don’t think that,” Anders announced, somewhat facetiously. “That’s why I challenge you.” He chose his words carefully, knowing the impact that they must have on a man like Gerhardt.

      Challenge you. He saw the words sink into the man’s ferocious mind, and his eyes widen in outrage.

      “You’d better pray that the rest of the raiders like your pretty little story, policeman,” said Gerhardt, leaning suddenly closer and growling into the man’s face with apparent fury. “Because if they don’t, I am going to take great pleasure in slitting your stomach like a pig.”

      And then the leader of the raiders turned and raised both hands to the baying, hungry crowd. “What do you reckon, my nasty little lovelies? Do we want this bit of scum to join us? This ex-policeman, a man who had been sworn to the damn Eternal Empress herself?”

      He’s trying to sway them against me already, Anders thought. The ex-officer wondered if he had made the wrong choice.

      No. Every second I spend making them consider me and not the broken bridge or who else might have been up there on the gantry bridge with me is a win, Anders thought, and that was why he raised his voice.

      “And the winner of the Hecta 3 Challenge!” he shouted as loud as he could.

      The crowd appeared torn, and for a moment, Anders was certain that they had to be too boisterous to hear anything he said. But then he saw some of these odd, fierce folk saying the words ‘Hecta 3?’

      The message spread between them, just like the competing war chants that Anders would hear every year as a policeman, working the crowds on Hectamon 7, as each group supported a different challenger. There were those who he could guess were on his side by the fact that they chanted ‘Hecta! Hecta!’.

      I guess they think that a fight with the winner of the Golden Throne’s greatest deathmatch must be worth watching, Anders thought wryly.

      But then there was another large faction in the crowd who favored a more direct solution:

      “Kill him! Kill! Kill!” they chanted, and it was hard to see which side was winning.

      Ever the showman, Gerhadt leaned toward the crowd, turning his head to cup a hand around one pie-hear. “I can’t hear you!” he shouted, and the different chants suddenly rose a notch.

      How is anyone to make a choice out of that cacophony? Anders thought. It would surely come down to Gerhardt’s decision, and, as the bell ringer and the leader of the Night Raiders looked back at him strapped to his chair, Anders’s heart fell when he realized precisely what he was about to decide.

      Gerhardt had an evil grin on his face.

      He’s going to just kill me, because he hates the Golden Throne that much, Anders realized. He saw the man straighten up from his theatrical pose, but before he could bellow his judgement to his adoring fans, he was interrupted by another voice.

      “I’ll fight him!”

      Anders frowned, turning to see who had spoken.

      It was the guard called August, similarly shaven-headed as Gerhardt was—as all of his chosen guards were, Anders noted. He had clearly won the last battle and did not appear to even have a scratch, bruise, or a scorch mark on him from those burning longswords. The man’s eyes met August’s, and Anders saw the cold, uncaring determination of a professional. Strangely, it reminded him of the Challenge on Hecta 3 as well, where the other challengers had almost all been surviving returnees, which meant that they were professional killers.

      Suddenly, the majority of the crowd changed their tune when they realized it might be their murderous darling who would be fighting. “August! August! August!” the cry went up. Apparently, the appeal of seeing one of their own fight an ‘upstart’ like me is too great an opportunity, Anders thought.

      He wondered if that meant that he was winning, if he was buying more time.

      But I had wanted to challenge Gerhardt himself! Anders soured. Instead, as he looked at the very self-contained, quiet, and clearly capable man, Anders thought that he had a much harder fight on his hands.

      Well… The lump in his throat grew. It’s not like I haven’t fought before, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Sanctum

          

        

      

    

    
      Dalia squinted and tried to ignore the distracting thoughts in her head. She was currently at the back of the small group, with one pistol ready in her hand and charged, in case any of the raiders had managed to spot them and found a way to follow them.

      In front of her was Jake, and leading the way was Patch. Dalia had never been in a stranger situation in all her life, following an eccentric twenty-something human talking about highly dangerous and clearly unstable technologies, with a human teenager for company.

      The door had opened not into another series of gantries and hallways—thank goodness—but instead into a maze-like network of small steel rooms and corridors. Dalia presumed that this was some equivalent of a service or repair network, as the little rooms had worktables and occasional windows that looked out over much wider rooms.

      “If those areas down below are hangar bays and ship construction yards,” Patch muttered over the suit communicator, “then up here is where the engineers gathered…”

      How interesting. Dalia grimaced, but held her tongue. None of this is getting us anywhere closer to saving Anders’s life! the Ilythian thought as once again, Patch led them through a small steel room, with benches and lockers where the repair-humans or mechanics or whomever they had been must have stored their equipment.

      Nor are we nearer to finding the field ansible. She could have growled. The only saving grace to their journey was the fact that it seemed as though the Night Raiders hadn’t exploited this area as much as every other. Either that or they had seen some need to keep the metal on the tables, floors, and wall-units. Everywhere else in the hulk that Dalia and the others had seen had become a patchwork of partly-stripped and repaired hull parts.

      What do I care what they are doing? Dalia growled, kicking the leg of one of the tables as they hurried out into the narrow steel corridor that was the only exit, following Patch’s sensor array.

      Dalia was about to suggest to Patch that they had better hurry up, then she paused and bit her lip.

      “Calm yourself…” she muttered under her breath to herself, imitating the tones that her mentors might have used back on Ilythia.

      This flight of strong emotions wasn’t doing her any favors, she knew. As an Ilythian agent, she had been tutored on the ways that emotions could be both a benefit and a distraction in the field, and right now, her anger was threatening to unravel their entire mission if she let it.

      It wasn’t that the Ilythians were an unemotional people. Far from it. They were a race who reveled in emotions.

      However, as all Ilythians were PK-sensitive, with the ability to read and transmit emotions through touch, Dalia was only too aware of the danger that powerful emotions could have on her ability to do what needed to be done, and when. She tried her breathing exercises once again, slow in breaths, and natural out breaths.

      “He’s still alive, you know,” said a quiet mutter from in front of her. Dalia hadn’t realized that she had closed her eyes until she opened them again and saw that Patch had paused at the end of the corridor, attempting to use his node to hack the controls of the next door.

      “Anders. The policeman. He’s alive.” It was Jake who had said the words, and he was looking up at her with his large and shadowed eyes, which always had that edge of wary caution to them.

      I guess that you earn that look if you are stolen from your natural birth parents and forced to grow in a containment tube for a large part of your life, Dalia thought.

      “Thank you for saying so, Jake.” Dalia even attempted a sort of smile, though it was hard. He was still young, after all, as well as being a powerful PK. She couldn’t let him realize what was surely already happening or about to happen to their friend Anders. “Yes, I am sure that a man as resourceful as the lieutenant is alive,” she murmured.

      “No, you don’t get it.” Jake frowned and shook his ragged, dark brown hair. “I know he is alive. I can sense the fact that he is alive!”

      “What!?” Dalia blinked several times. This was…unexpected. How could the boy have hidden these powers from them for so long? The Ilythian knew that PK abilities in both humans and Ilythians, although they could be finessed and targeted with the right mentors, very rarely developed or changed.

      They are genetic markers, after all, she had always understood. She knew that there were telekinetic, somakinetic, clairvoyant, and clairaudient PKs out there—as well as many more different sorts of psychic abilities—but generally, a PK never exhibited a range of powers. Just the one that they had from pubescence.

      Which was why it was so rare to find an Ilythian with anything other than touch-clairvoyance, Dalia had always been told. As her race had a built-in predisposition to sharing their memories through touch, they never displayed any other PK power.

      But now, the boy is suggesting that he has touch-clairvoyance as well as some sort of non-local clairvoyance? Dalia was alarmed.

      “Jake, this is important,” Dalia said urgently. “How long have you been able to sense people? How much can you read?” She frowned. Her extensive training to become an agent meant that she was expertly schooled in Golden Throne demographics. She knew that the chances of having just one human PK with two abilities meant that Jake was one in several million.

      “Uh, I don’t know…” Jake screwed up his eyes. “I never tried before. I just…know.”

      Dalia nodded. “I see.” He was young. He had never had any of the mental training that she’d had. As Patch was still working at hacking the door, Dalia took the opportunity.

      “Jake, take a deep breath and take my hand…” She slid off the glove that shielded her pale skin from any unwanted psychic overflow. “I am going to teach you how to center yourself.” The Ilythian knew that there wouldn’t be much that she could teach the young boy, but she figured that it would be more than he’d ever had before.

      Jake looked suspiciously at the Ilythian for a moment, and then nodded.

      “Barehanded,” she said as he raised his hand, still garbed in the flexible encounter gauntlet.

      “But it’s not safe—” he whispered.

      “Trust me,” Dalia attempted to reassure him. “I’ll be fine.” She held her hand steady in front of him, and Jake took a deep, shuddering breath before releasing the seal on his own glove and taking her hand.

      Pain!

      Dalia hissed as a tide of dark and horrid emotions shot through her.

      Anger. Screams. Wails of anguish. It was unrelenting and unstoppable, and Dalia felt like she was drowning in its awful grasp.

      How could one young human boy contain so much horror? She struggled against the storm. But the obvious truth was that he couldn’t, could he?

      This isn’t coming from him. She found a small island of reason and sanity in the morass. PKs were like sponges—they drank up everything they came into contact with, just like Ilythians would do, were they not trained. The only thing that saved most PKs from going insane was the fact that their abilities were bound by their flesh.

      But not for Jake. The Ilythian struggled to find her own center, that spot in her heart that was always calm and always removed from every other part of her environment. Distantly, she was aware of Jake’s hand that she held onto tightly.

      Breathe. Here I remain. Here I always remain. She repeated the mantra that every Ilythian was taught. That no matter what calamities, hurts, physical, emotional, or psychic imbalance was occurring, this place always existed. Beyond emotion, and beyond suffering.

      Here. She felt her mind and heart steady, and the storms of terrible, howling pain and anger whirled around her like she was in the becalmed eye of a storm. They were made up of myriad voices. A hundred thousand voices. Again, Dalia had to wonder just how Jake could contain such a multitude.

      Where was this coming from? She quested out with her own PK abilities, strengthened through the alien-to-human skin contact they shared.

      Fury. Torment. Once again, she was buffeted by the storms and almost had to retreat into herself… But no, she wouldn’t this time. The Ilythian reminded herself the calm center was already, and always would be, there in her heart. She told herself that she was not going to be washed away by these emotions because she always carried it with her.

      It has to be coming from the Night Raiders, she thought, but they hadn’t seemed this deranged, had they? These were not the thoughts of sane people, people able to pilot their vessels and drones. These were the emotions of those totally given into frenzied madness.

      “Dalia?” she heard Jake’s voice both through her pointed ears and their skin-to-skin psychic connection. There he was, she had found him.

      Dalia had never found an adequate description for what it was like inside her PK abilities. It was a collection of impressions, thoughts, rolling, amorphous feelings, as well as images. Right now, the image that she found was of Jake, looking just the same as he did before her, but with a whirling storm of black and red around him.

      “Jake. Breathe. I have you.” She moved her mind closer to his, hoping that the calm she contained would radiate out to him.

      “It’s…it’s too much… How do you stand it…?” the boy was sobbing.

      “You learn,” Dalia said sternly, but not altogether unkindly. She breathed deep into her chest, and once again tried to radiate a calm certainty. “Listen to me, Jake. You are yourself. You are yours,” she tried to impress upon him the piece of Ilythian centering-logic.

      “I don’t understand…” The mental image of Jake shook his head as the very real flesh and blood person that she held the hand of did the same. The black and red torment contracted closer around the them both, making Dalia want to scream and howl herself, but she didn’t.

      “It’s simple, Jake…” She struggled against the tide. “All of this flowing around you, through you? This isn’t you. This isn’t Jake. It doesn’t feel like your mind and your thoughts, does it?” She took him, step by step, toward the realization.

      “But it’s so strong,” the youth whimpered. “So loud…”

      Dalia saw why the youth always had shadowed eyes, and why he was always sullen and surly. He had only barely been clinging on to his own personality.

      “It doesn’t matter how loud it is!” Dalia said fiercely as the whirlwind of terrifying and terrified emotions drew closer. “Pay attention, Jake!” she said, her hand on his now in a vice-like hold. “This is not happening to you. That is why it hurts. Everything is happening at you.”

      “So?” the young human wailed.

      Dalia remembered to breathe before continuing. “So, that means if this isn’t you, then the you that you really are—your mind—is safe. Is sacrosanct. Is a sanctum. It doesn’t matter what these emotions are, or how strong they are, you are always, and forever, your own!”

      She tried to put the concepts into as human-like understanding as she could. It was easier for Ilythians, who grew up with a philosophy that was very different from that of the Golden Throne.

      Something she said must have worked, because the tides of terrible feelings started to draw back and grow quieter around them.

      Thank the stars for that! Even the highly-trained Ilythian agent did not quite know just how long she could have held on under that onslaught.

      “Breathe, Jake…” she reminded him. “Breathe into that place that is always yourself, and no one else. Find your center.” Which was unnecessary, really, as the boy was already here, wasn’t he?

      But the mental image of the youth took long and slow breaths, and with each one, the tide and storm of emotions swept further and further back, until it looked to be a distant threat on their imaginary horizon. A constant threat in all directions, Dalia noted, but now, it was a distant one, nonetheless.

      “Good.” Dalia nodded. “Can you tell me when this started? This storm?”

      The mental image of Jake faded, and Dalia blinked her eyes open to see that Jake was opening his own eyes at the same time. His face looked haggard and tired, but much better than it had before.

      “Since we left the galaxy,” he murmured into the space between them. “Ever since we came into the Void, and it’s only been getting worse.”

      Something to do with the Void? Dalia frowned. That was strange. She had never sensed anything out of the ordinary about the Night’s Quarter, as her people called it. And she had also never heard of any Ilythian lore pertaining to this. What was so different about the youth?

      “Well, you know how to control it now,” she said carefully. It wasn’t that this mystery didn’t pick at her mind, but she was also highly aware of just what they were here to do. To carry on Anders’s mission. To stop the Archon weapon. There would be enough time for mystical philosophy after. If there was an after, that was.

      “Anders…” Dalia blinked. “You said that you could sense him?”

      Jake’s eyes widened once again in apparent fear. “I can. And he’s in pain!”
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      Anders hissed in pain, since Gerhardt wasn’t charitable about removing his bonds, cuffing him again and throwing him to his knees in front of the burning bell.

      Well, it’s clear that I haven’t made any friends here. Anders winced. This view was underlined when he looked up to see the straight-backed form of the Night Raider guard August regarding him with apparent scrutiny. Anders had seen looks like that before, and it had always come from professional fighters and brawlers—those who weren’t too eager to rush into a fight but took their time to understand their opponent.

      Well, I’m also a professional. Anders got to his feet to look at his opponent, the man who had chosen to fight him. For any less-experienced fighter, this would be the part where there would be an exchange of threats and braggadocio.

      But not for us, huh? Anders held the other man’s cool stare, before the man nodded slowly.

      Yep, this one is going to be a tough one. Anders wished that he’d a chance to get himself fit beforehand. His body was still in pain from being slammed and battered by the Meat Grinder before, but his training had also taught him that you could never predict the moment of a fight. They happened to you, not for you.

      “So, you want to try your luck against our best?” Gerhardt roared, again playing to the audience of hungry, bloodthirsty raiders.

      Anders spared him a condescending look. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t, would I?”

      Smack! The Night Raider’s fist slammed out and caught him on the side of the jaw, making him take a step back but not putting him on the ground. It was a good jab. Anders clicked his jaw and shook his head, once again tasting blood. But it wasn’t good enough. He raised his eyes to the leader of the scavengers, and the officer’s eyes were as cold as ice.

      “You gotta show some respect in this place, policeman,” Gerhardt said loudly to the cheers of his adoring crowds. That was before he dropped his voice to a low hiss that only Anders could hear. “And don’t think for a moment you can upstage me.”

      Yeah, Anders agreed with his earlier assumption. From the look in Gerhardt’s eyes, it was obvious that the leader of the raiders was going to have him killed somehow. Even if he survived this fight, it would only be a matter of time.

      Luckily, however, time was the very commodity that he could afford to spend. He wondered if Patch and Dalia and Jake had managed to get to the field ansible. He wondered if they were even still alive.

      Gerhardt picked up the metal bar that was serving as his hammer and thumped the upside-down bell once, twice, and three times, bringing the crowd to an expectant silence. “Contestants, do you both accept your sacred duty?” he shouted.

      Just like before, the crowd was stamping their feet after this announcement. “I do,” August called, and, when Gerhardt swung the metal mallet in Anders’s direction, the MPB officer nodded.

      “Do you accept that only one of you can win? No hesitation? No mercy?” Gerhardt spoke what was obviously the ritualized words. He didn’t even wait for either of the contestants to respond before he carried on. “Then prepare yourselves!”

      There was little for Anders or August to do, as both men were devoid of accoutrements from either their previous fight or, in Anders’s case, his capture. Instead, Anders took the time to study his opponent.

      A little smaller than me, Anders thought. Which meant that he had the longer range, but also that the little man would have a lower center of gravity. It would be harder for him to get knocked off his feet.

      He watched August roll his shoulders, stretch, and limber up. He knew what he was doing, and every action that the man took was purposeful. This isn’t the sort of man who is going to waste time, Anders thought.

      Frack. He wondered, again, if this had been the right way to buy the others their time.

      Just as before, two of the guards stepped forward with their heavy leather gauntlets to place two salvage-swords into the seemingly ever-burning coals of the bonfire. The heat radiating from the bell was uncomfortable, and Anders knew that this had to be part of the challenge as well.

      And there, on the floor, he could still see the smears of dried blood where his previous opponents had fought. Where August had fought, he reminded himself, and won.

      A loud clang sounded as both glowing-edged swords were dumped on the floor between the two men, but Anders didn’t take his eyes from his opponent, who similarly wasn’t taking his eyes from him. He saw him bend his back knee a little, relaxing into his stance to give him some explosive power when he pushed off.

      The heavy gauntlets were pushed into Anders’s hands, and he pulled them on. The blade nearest to him was still technically a longsword, with a handle that was long enough to be wielded two handed.

      What the frack do I know about sword-fighting? Anders tried to control the thought. He had done a tiny bit as a youth in the academy, but that had mostly been as an exercise sport. There had not been any expectation that this was a real survival skill.

      But his basic training had given him other weapon skills—bayonet work, staff-fighting, even knife-fighting. All the more regular sorts of equipment that he might be expected to wield at short notice, on the streets or on the battlefield. He wondered just how many of those movements and skills would be transferable.

      I guess I’m going to find out soon enough. He grimaced. What he wouldn’t give for Moriarty’s tactical suggestions right about now! He was painfully aware that this ‘August’ must have more experience using these blades than he did, putting him at a distinct disadvantage.

      I need a strategy. Anders’s mind was racing as Gerhardt raised his fists high in the air for the crowd to stamp and thunder their feet, crazed with anticipation already.

      “Fight!” Gerhardt roared, and Anders saw his enemy spring forward with a murderous glint in his eyes.

      He’s going to be better at swords than me, Anders knew as he saw August lunge forward. The man was springing into a roll, surely designed to carry him across the floor to the glowing blade nearest to him.

      I need to buy as much time as possible.

      Anders was already moving at the same time, powering himself forward on lunging feet.

      August was coming up out of his roll, right on top of his near blade as Anders leapt, throwing himself across the floor in a slide.

      “Ach!” Anders slid past his own blade, stamping out at the man’s outstretched arm just as it closed on the metal handle of one of the burning weapons.

      If there was anything that Anders knew about this fight, it was that if either of them was wielding a smoldering sword, it would probably end a lot faster than if neither were.

      And Anders had been trained in street grappling and subjugation. He knew far more ways to halt and block and hopefully disarm an opponent while keeping them alive than how to out-fence them.

      The ex-MPB officer just had to hope that he knew more than the man in front of him.

      Anders pushed off the floor with his off hand, twisting his body as he did so to throw an elbow at August’s neck. It didn’t hit where he wanted it to, striking the top of the raider’s bare chest instead, but the guard hadn’t seen it coming and hadn’t blocked.

      After all, Anders had been banking on the fact that his opponent wouldn’t dream of the fact that someone else would forget about the burning swords in front of them.

      August fell back, away from the blades, but was twisting as he did so to throw off any grapple attempt that Anders might make.

      Damn. Anders’s gloved hands slid off the writhing form. This man also knows how to fight without weapons.

      “Ooof!” Anders was shoved backwards, not a technical or a professional move by any stretch of the imagination, but one that bought his opponent the time he needed to jump to his feet as Anders quickly followed suit.

      The scavenger guard threw a jab. A quick, no-nonsense, straight jab that he didn’t even hesitate over. Anders’s first reaction was to duck, but he resisted it in a flash of body-memory as he recalled his MPB training. Instead, he took the blow on his shoulder as he hunkered and raised his arms in a classic boxing stance.

      It hurt, but it wasn’t anywhere near the sort of pain that a superheated sword blade would have.

      He countered with a forward stomp, but August had skittered to one side, and he surprised Anders by not closing on him.

      Oh, damn! Anders gritted his teeth. The guard had brought himself a couple meters and a chance to re-evaluate the fight now that it looked to be a brawl rather than a sword fight. Anders saw the man settle into the classic arms-up posture of an experienced street fighter.

      There is a reason this guy is the darling of the Death Palace, isn’t there? Anders groaned.
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      “This way!” Patch was saying excitedly, but Dalia could detect a note of panic to his voice. He was following the instructions that his node was relaying to his visor-helmet, which must have displayed how close they were getting.

      To his field ansible. The thing that can jam the Archon device, Dalia noted. She tried to find comfort in that fact as they hurried up another steel stairwell, climbing through the body of the hulk.

      The Ilythian kept one eye on Jake in front of her as she saw him struggling to maintain that internal sense of calm that she had encouraged in him. The youth was holding it together much better, but he was still a long way from being able to control the storm of terrible emotions that he was feeling. Dalia could feel the undercurrent of tension radiating from him, and occasionally a burst of stronger panic, terror, or fury.

      But where is it all coming from? Dalia couldn’t get her head around the mystery. It was perplexing, as all Ilythians were taught that their natural abilities were just another facet of living beings connecting with each other—biokinesis, or pheromone, or subconscious signaling. Whatever the current theory was, it was based on the fact that you needed living beings to generate and sustain that force.

      So why is it stronger out here, in the Void? Dalia just couldn’t understand. And it hadn’t come from the Night Raiders, as far as she could ascertain.

      “Ah…” Her thoughts were disrupted by the sound of Patch’s worried voice ahead of them. He was at the top of the next flight of stairs and standing beside a wheel-lock door, again with the rounded porthole in its top.

      “What is it?” Dalia asked, moving past Jake to stand at the young Voider’s side.

      “To be honest, I have no idea,” Patch murmured, nodding to the porthole window as Dalia stepped up to look.

      She saw a cone-like room, with large and small metal pipes forming buttresses as they ran up to a blocky unit at the apex. Dalia wondered if they were at the very top of the pyramid-ziggurat. They had certainly climbed enough stairs!

      But it wasn’t the room that the Voider was concerned with, Dalia saw. It was what was inside it. People, and an object.

      “Is that it?” Dalia breathed as she squinted. The room on the other side was gloomy, with small strings of LED lights here and there throughout the large space.

      “Ah, a part of it is. The middle part,” Patch breathed in nervous anxiety.

      Dalia could see what the man was referring to. There was a team of perhaps five Night Raiders, again wearing the part-armor and variety of weapons that made them look like mercenaries and pirates. These men and women were moving from control stands of flickering lights, apparently checking and re-checking the calibrations of the central object, which looked to be a large half-built sphere, with its open side pointing toward them, where a contraption was held in its center by rods and wires. It reminded Dalia a little bit of those ancient sorts of human telescopes that she had seen in her history lessons.

      The central ‘thing’ appeared to be a hook of metal components, bulky and boxy at one end with a sharp ‘hook’ of what Dalia knew was a miniaturized ansible. She could see the multiple black, reflective rings growing smaller and smaller to a tiny crystalline ball at the end. Wires splayed around the bulkier ‘handle’ of the thing, some of them attached to the rods that held it in the center of the device.

      “Is that some kind of magnifier?” Dalia hazarded a guess, relying on the remembered image of radio-telescopes.

      “I, I guess…” Patch said. Dalia regarded him to see his eyes widen, almost in hope. “If it is, if the Night Raiders are amplifying my jamming signal, then that is truly excellent news for us!” He grinned. “After all, we want to jam the Archon device, don’t we?”

      There was a low groan from behind them at the merest mention of the words Archon device, and Dalia turned to see Jake slump against the wall. She didn’t need to ask how he was doing. She could see his face blanche behind his faceplate, and she could feel the storm of angry feelings only growing stronger around the boy. Even Patch beside her made an uncomfortable noise as the wave hit him.

      “Jake, remember what I taught you. Breathe through it. Find your center…” Dalia said, moving toward him.

      “Don’t!” The youth looked up at her suddenly, his arms folded tight over his chest as if to contain everything inside.

      Dalia froze. If the youth lost control, then those emotions could incapacitate all of them. They could even send someone like Patch—a human without any discernible PK talent—insane.

      “You can do this,” Dalia murmured softly, confidently. “I know you can, Jake. You’re stronger than you realize…”

      “I know. I’ve got this,” Jake said, and his forced breathing was audible over their suit communicators. “It’s not what you think. It’s coming from in there!” He suddenly turned and pointed to the door.

      “Oh.” Patch’s voice was too small for the gravity of the realization that passed from his eyes to Dalia’s. Both looked back to the porthole window, and back to the telescope-like device that surrounded the jammer.

      Dalia remembered precisely what Patch had said about the field ansible that he had created and that the Night Raiders had stolen. That it was a super-advanced scanner-transmitter, a copy of the one that the Golden Throne used to monitor and make contact with the Archon device.

      Patch had recreated and modified it to scramble that connection.

      But the Ilythian knew enough about the basic principles of technology to know that anything that could be done could also be undone…

      “That’s not a jammer anymore, is it?” Dalia whispered in horror. “It’s a transmitter.”
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      Thwack! The raider named August darted forward and delivered a strong, solid swing that Anders didn’t have time to block. It hit the side of Anders’s face like a hammer, making his head rebound and blood fill his mouth as he bit the inside of his cheek.

      Get back, he told himself, springing away as he knew that, in a brawl, every successful strike would be followed up to gain the advantage.

      He had been right. August pressed forward with a quick jab toward Anders’s face that he took on his forearms. But that wasn’t the ‘real’ blow, was it? Anders knew that those jabs were just a way to soften up an opponent, to keep them busy and disorientated until they let their guard down.

      Thump. Another bruising blow, but this time under Anders’s block and just above his hips. He hissed in pain, throwing a jab of his own, just for it to be batted away by the raider.

      And now Anders’s guard was open, exposing his chin for a perfect uppercut. The ex-officer saw the man’s shoulders rolling as he threw all of the muscles from his thighs to his back in the explosive blow that would lift him off his feet.

      Frack this. Anders dropped his opposite knee, making him swerve on his hip as the blow sailed past his head.

      The man called August had put all his strength into that blow, and it would take a moment to bring that momentum back in, Anders calculated in a split-second. His guard was wide open as Anders dropped his own and snaked out with his lead hand.

      Not in a strike, however. Trading punches was a fool’s game if you were roughly similar bodyweights, Anders knew. A boxing match between himself and this August would be pretty much a matter of luck for who landed the best blow, and Anders was already starting to tire.

      The lieutenant’s hand snaked out to grab the man’s wrist as he jumped forward. August had no option but to keep turning with his opponent or else have his shoulder popped out of its socket.

      And then, Anders hooked one of his ankles behind the man’s leg and shoved.

      August went down, folding over Anders’s hip and slamming against the floor as Anders gave the man’s wrist a sharp twist and jumped back.

      “Gargh!” August growled in pain, already spinning across the floor to scrabble away from the next attack.

      Which didn’t come.

      Anders would usually have followed that move up with a solid knee to the chest, or by slamming his forearm in the man’s neck. Neither would have killed him, but it would have incapacitated him and allowed Anders to apply magnet-lock cuffs, if he had them, and take him into custody, if he was anywhere near a security drone.

      Right now, however, Anders did not have and was nowhere near any of those things. And he didn’t even want to incapacitate him. He wanted to buy himself some time.

      I have to buy Dalia and the others some time. Anders jogged back and forth on the balls of his feet, not letting his body cool down as he watched August rise slowly to his feet. There was a frown of confusion on his face.

      “Why didn’t you finish it?” August muttered under his breath as he cracked his shoulders once more. The guard didn’t settle back into a fighting posture this time. If anything, he looked angry for the first time this fight.

      Anders said nothing but kept bobbing back and forth. Every second I waste is better for the others, he thought, even though his ribcage, his back, and his chest were already screaming in agony from being thrown about the Meat Grinder in space, and then falling twenty feet from a gantry, and then getting beaten by this man in front of him.

      To be honest, Anders wasn’t even certain for how much longer he could hold out against this man.

      “Are you trying to show me up?” August scowled.

      Once again, Anders said nothing and waited for his opponent to come to him.

      “ANSWER ME!” August suddenly bellowed, taking a step forward, his hands balling into fists.

      That’s it, Anders thought. Get angry. Make mistakes. Make it easier for me to run rings around you.

      Anders was busy thinking this thought as something hit him across his shoulders, and it was something heavy enough to send him crashing to the floor. It felt like he had been stomped on by the entire ship, and he gasped in agony as he tried to get his arms and hands to move.

      I’m not paralyzed. His legs and shoulders flexed as he spat out the pooling blood in his mouth from his cheeks. But it hurts like hell… There was a buzzing noise in Anders’s ears that pounded in time with the angry blood in his veins, but he realized that it wasn’t just his exhausted body. The sound started to clear and resolve itself into the roars of the Night Raiders, a few in apparent dismay at this turn the fight had taken, but the vast majority were baying for his blood.

      “Kill! Kill! Kill!” Anders heard them shout as he managed to flop himself over onto his back—which only spasmed with more awakened pain.

      What hit me? He blinked and shook his head to see a shape resolving itself above him. It was Gerhardt, the Night Raider leader, and he was still holding the giant metal mallet, which he had clearly just struck Anders across the back with.

      Surely, that has to count as a foul, a small, sane part of Anders’s mind thought. But then again, it didn’t particularly look as though the crowd cared that much about the rules or gentlemanly combat.

      “That’s right, you lot!” Gerhardt was shouting to his audience, always talking first to his audience and second to the contestants. “This policeman wasn’t playing fair, was he? You heard me ask them both the sacred questions, right at the start? Are you prepared to kill without mercy? No hesitation!”

      The leader of the raiders finally looked back at Anders. “You’re still a policeman, no matter what Challenge or crime you’ve been involved in. And this is what we do to Golden Throne policemen around here.” He raised the mallet and stepped back, for Anders to hear a scraping sound.

      Gerhardt had given August the time he needed to pick up one of the still-smoldering blades. It had lost its bright orange and yellow glow and the rise of steam from its surface. Now, it had taken on an ugly black color, all apart from its top, which still glowed a dulled cherry red.

      Anders saw August stalk toward him, trailing this cherry-red sword tip across the metal. Anders was frozen in pain as he saw sparks spilling from the reddened edge of the blade, and the hiss as it slid through a slick of blood on the floor. My blood, Anders realized with a sense of horror.

      August flicked his blade up in a practiced killing move, whirling it over his shoulder in a windmill.

      Anders rolled.

      The ex-officer rolled toward his opponent, barging into his leg with his forearms and driving August backwards. The guard’s back foot hit a spray of Anders’s blood on the floor and to started to slide. Once again, August had over-stretched himself. He had thrown all his power into the swing, intending to separate Anders’s head from his shoulders in one scorching strike.

      Anders was already bouncing to his feet as the man’s arm—and sword—fell toward his shoulder.

      He didn’t even think. He spun and grabbed the sword from August’s over-weighted grip. He continued his turn, changing his grip as he pushed August back, and swiped the blade across his attacker’s neck in a searing blow. The senior fighter of the Night Raiders gave a small gurgling sound, then fell back with a heavy, wet thud.

      He had done it. He had won the deathmatch challenge of the Night Raiders’ Death Palace.

      But did I buy enough time for the others? Are they alive? Anders was gasping as he still held the blooded and steaming sword in his hands, frozen in that final moment of terrible victory.

      There was silence from the watchful faces of the raiders in front of him, and Anders could tell they were deciding whether he really had won. Whether he deserved to win.

      Luckily for them, none of the Night Raiders had to make that decision, because Gerhardt howled from behind Anders.

      “You scum sucker! You want a real fight now, huh? No games?” Anders swiveled on his exhausted feet to see the leader of the Night Raiders, armed with his two-handed mallet of metal and a face twisted in fury, closing on him.
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      “We have to stop it,” Dalia said, feeling anxiety start to rise in her throat. She wasn’t the sort of Ilythian to give in to emotion, but now—with Jake the human battery radiating taut and horrible feelings, and with the device just on the other side of the door—she thought that the situation warranted it.

      “Yes, okay, um…” Patch nodded, his face serious behind his helmet.

      But he looks worried, Dalia could see. Nervous. She watched as he checked his laser pistol in his hands, making sure that it had charge.

      “You can disable it?” she asked.

      Patch looked up at her as if her words had caught him off guard. He had clearly been thinking terrible things about the battle ahead.

      He’s not ready, Dalia thought steadily, stepping back to assess their situation with an agent’s eye.

      What’s the mission? Stop the transmitter. Turn it back into a jammer. Get it back to civilized space, somewhere safe where they could operate it without the throne disrupting their plans.

      And, of course, the one goal that underwrote all of Dalia’s feelings: Save Anders.

      “Dear stars,” Dalia cursed under her breath. It was a lot to ask. The only place that she knew where she could vouch for a small amount of safety would be Ilythian space. If they could get the recalibrated jammer back to her home sector, then the council could operate it from there. She knew that she would be allowed in of course, but if she arrived in a throne vessel with throne personnel then she knew she would have some explaining to do.

      That wasn’t the part that she was most concerned about, though. Their only available escape craft was the Nova, operated by the throne intelligence Moriarty, and from what Anders had said just earlier, it was limping. Unable even to jump.

      We’ll never make it across throne space, through the middle of a war, to safe harbor.

      So, what did that mean? Dalia’s mind flashed. What would she have done a few cycles ago, as an agent? She would have worked undercover, secured contacts among the Voiders or the Proxima Republic to get to the throne garden worlds like Terevesin, who, despite being human members of the Golden Throne, had always been friends of the Ilythian people. Once there, she would find a way to sneak across the front lines.

      But there’s too many of us. Too noticeable. Dalia hissed, cat-like, through her teeth.

      “Don’t look for unhealthy signs in the heavens,” she murmured an old Ilythian adage.

      “I beg your pardon?” Patch blinked several times as he looked up at her. He had been checking and rechecking his laser pistol. “I, uh, I was sure that I picked up some spare energy cartridges somewhere,” he said distractedly, patting the modular containment pods of his suit.

      “It’s nothing.” Dalia took a breath and came to a decision. Patch McGuire, as resourceful and optimistic as he was, had no military training. Neither did Jake, who was barely managing to hold it together at all.

      Five Night Raider guards on the far side, she told herself. She had fought worse odds before. But always alone, and always with enough time and preparation to make sure that she had the upper hand.

      And not having to protect two humans at the same time or having to fight her way out against the possibility of hundreds after it was done, back to a limping ship that might not even be able to outrun the shadow-craft.

      But sometimes, you don’t have any good choices left. Dalia sighed.

      “Okay. You can disable the transmitter? And turn it back into a jammer?” Dalia asked the Voider.

      “Yes, well, I can’t say until I see what they’ve done to it, but yes, I’m sure,” Patch said.

      “Good. Then here is what we are going to do.”

      Dalia outlined the only plan that made any sense.
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      It was a terrible plan. Even the highly-trained Agent Dalia had to admit that. But what option do I have? She nodded to Patch that she was ready, drawing both pistols and preparing in a crouch by the transmitter door.

      “They were easy to hack…” she heard Patch murmur, and then, “Sorry, I’m not helping, am I?” She heard him take a deep breath.

      “Release in three…”

      Remember your training, Agent, she told herself.

      “Two…”

      The Ilythian’s face contorted into a fierce snarl.

      “And go!”

      There was a slight chime from the door, and the lights above the porthole flashed a welcoming green before there was a hiss as the door started to slide into the wall.

      Dalia’s body twitched forward, before bringing herself to a halt. The stars-be-damned door is moving too slow! It didn’t matter how easy it was for the young Void engineer to hack, this door was a part of some sort of enhanced security measures, clearly. Whatever had originally been on the inside of it had meant to be protected at all costs.

      The door moved inch by stuttering inch to a third of the way open, and Dalia could clearly see inside as the nearest Night Raiders were already turning and raising their heads, confused at the sudden interruption. The Ilythian agent saw the man’s heavy features morph into surprise at the sight of an alien inside a human encounter suit with two laser pistols pointed in his direction.

      His hand moved to his belt.

      Dalia shot him.

      The slow-moving bulkhead door had reached the halfway mark with a screech, and it was enough. Dalia threw herself into a sideways lunge into the room, her chest banging against the frame as she skipped over the door sill.

      But she was in.

      The raider she had shot fell toward his control desk and rebounded off it. He had only been wearing partial armor in here, and both of Dalia’s shots had found vital organs. She was good like that. She rolled across the floor, coming up into a slide as the first of the angry human shouts started.

      One down, Dalia had a moment to think as she found the next Night Raider, already moving from behind his control desk near the first and unslinging his gun.

      “We’re under att—” he had managed to say as Dalia gave him both barrels of her pistols as well. Just like the first, he was flung backward, but not against his control panel. Instead, he fell into the nest of large, metal fabric pipes at the back of the room.

      Two down. Dalia was already leaping forward in a combat roll toward the nearest control panel as the first shot was fired, scorching the floor where she had been. She slammed her back to the podium-style control column and checked the readouts of her pistols. Both were still a healthy green but had lost a chunk of their operating power. She had set them to maximum burn before entering, knowing that it would deplete the battery quickly but also that she needed to inflict the most damage as quickly as possible.

      The control column behind her erupted in sparks and showered fragments of crystal-glass and wires over her head and back toward the door.

      Was that a second shooter? Dalia flicked her wrist out to fire a couple of shots over her right shoulder before darting her head to her left.

      Two raiders visible, she logged with an agent’s skill inside her mind. Each one was behind their control consoles, now with their laser blasters already out and waiting to take potshots at her.

      Y’veel! she swore. The last thing she needed was to be pinned down. And there was still one more Night Raider behind her somewhere, but where?

      Not my finest entrance. The Ilythian growled as the control console behind her shoulders shuddered and erupted with sparks once again.
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      “Yargh!” Gerhardt whirled the large metal mallet toward Anders in a wide arc. It looked like a heavy steel pipe, but one on which shards and fragments of metal plate had been welded to one end, creating a spiked effect, while the other end was a rough block of metal. It was this heavier edge that he had used to thump the bell, and the sharper end that he apparently wanted to use to flay Anders’s skin from his bones.

      Anders leapt back, surprised at the rush of adrenaline that coursed through his system. He had been near-exhausted just a heartbeat before, but now he was alive with electric energy.

      The man knew, of course, that it was a fake energy. It wasn’t the sustained strength of a well-rested, well-fed, and properly limbered-up body. He knew the difference. This was the chemical jag of adrenaline and cortisol that would give him a few minutes of speed and confidence at most.

      Best use it, then. Anders lunged forward in a straight stab, aiming for the man’s shoulder. If he could get him to drop the mallet, then this fight would be over much quicker.

      Clang! But Gerhardt appeared to be in almost the exact opposite condition to Anders. The man spun the metal bar from its center as if it were a quarterstaff, easily batting Anders’s burning sword out of the way before lunging forward with his own ‘stab’ of the pointier, jagged end.

      Frack it! Anders managed to turn his hip just in time as the nest of jagged plates scored past him and—

      “Ach!”

      Gerhardt had hooked the weapon back toward him, and even though this returning blow had little force, it was heavy enough that when it scraped along Anders’s abdomen and chest, it drew spraying droplets of blood.

      Anders gasped and stumbled back, putting meters between them.

      “That’s right, policeman, you get it now,” Gerhardt was crowing loudly, victoriously. “This isn’t throne space. There aren’t any security drones gonna come save you. No Throne Marines going to parachute in here. There’s just us!” He earned a howl of savage delight from the crowd.

      Anders’s blade dipped to the floor as blood flowed down his chest. He was beat. He knew it. He wouldn’t be able to stand much more of this.

      And then what will happen to Dalia, Patch, and Jake? he thought in alarm. Was this really what it came down to?

      Have they escaped already? Have they been captured? Anders started to sidle around his opponent as Gerhardt did the same, both men crouching forward ever-so-slightly as they looked for an opening.

      No, Anders didn’t think that his friends and crewmates had been captured. Or even noticed…yet. Surely, the news of an infiltration would cause someone to send a message to Gerhardt. Especially when the infiltration was by an Ilythian, of all people!

      So that meant that they had either already escaped or were still on the mission.

      Which means that I have to keep going. Anders steeled himself, grasping his sword in both hands.
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      Pinned down. Taking fire from both sides. None of this was a good position by anyone’s standards, not even a highly tactical Ilythian agent.

      Dalia spared a glance toward the door, which had lost its impetus at about three-quarters open before jamming. If she took her mind off the bursts of plasma fire and the grunts and snarls of her opponents, then Dalia’s sensitive ears could still hear the door humming and screeching as it tried to continue its operation.

      And there, she saw the brief face of Patch as it appeared around the edge to see how bad of a situation she was in. Her superior Ilythian eyesight saw the human’s eyes widen in shock at the sight.

      I know. This sucks. She was forced to agree with the man’s assessment. Dalia was only glad that she couldn’t see her situation from her friend’s perspective. Have I failed? She was thinking as she saw Patch come to a decision.

      “Hold on,” she heard him say over their suit-to-suit communication. “I’m going to give you ground cover.”

      The term is covering fire, she almost corrected him, but she didn’t have a chance as the Voider swung himself out—he didn’t even stand side-on!—to fire his laser pistol at the raiders.

      Y’veel! Dalia swore as she took her chance, leaping from her console and over the pipes as she heard the angry voices of the Night Raiders.

      “There’s another one!”

      “Head down!”

      They hadn’t realized that the man firing at them was about as skilled as the average civilian, Dalia thought as she skidded around one side of the transmitter, hiding herself from at least one raider’s view before popping back out to track—

      PHHZT! A bolt of yellow-orange plasma shot toward the door, but it didn’t come from the raiders on the ground. It had come from above them.

      Dalia looked up and saw where the third raider had gone. There was a small crane-like device on the far side of the transmitter, obviously in place to help build the large shell of metals that scooped around the central invention. The third Night Raider had climbed that, clearly looking for a vantage point over the whole site of the battle.

      “Urk!” She heard Patch’s groan over her suit communicator. As she glanced toward him, he was tumbling to the floor with the front of his suit smoking and blackened.

      “Patch!” she shouted, raising both of her pistols to fire up through the crane floor at the raider above her. It was a sickeningly easy shot, as Dalia fired salvo after salvo up at the exposed raider and made him dance in complicated staccato before flipping over the crane’s edge and plummeting to the floor.

      PHZZT! But her rage had taken her eye off the other two Night Raiders—the ones who had shot Patch. One of them had snuck around the far side of the transmitter to fire at her, and his plasma shot hit the shoulder of her suit, spinning her round a full hundred and eighty degrees as it threw her backward.

      
        
        >>SUIT IMPACT!

        >>>Right Shoulder Plate Integrity 40%

      

      

      You don’t say. Dalia was groaning because her shoulder felt like it was on fire. She was already pushing herself into a scrabbling roll, however, to put the main body of the transmitter between her and her attacker.

      “Patch, can you hear me?” Dalia breathed into the suit communicator, her eyes flicking from one side of the transmitter to the other. Oh, for a tactical plasma rifle, she thought. Then she could probably blow bits off the transmitter to fall onto her opponents and kill this blasted field ansible device.

      The field ansible that Patch must have been so proud of. Her immediate thought was full of guilt. The young Voider hadn’t known what he was doing, obviously. How could he? And a way to sense, scan, and communicate across far greater distances would have been a benefit to everyone—all races.

      “Patch!” she called again, this time she heard a gurgling sound on the other end. Her suit wasn’t a designated superior officer as Anders’s had been. She had no master controls to check his bio-signs, so she had no way of knowing how alive or how near death he was.

      But it didn’t sound good, either way.

      “D-Dalia?” It was Jake speaking from his suit channel. He didn’t sound good. In fact, he sounded like he was freaking out, which was understandable, if he had just seen one of the few friendly faces he had ever known get shot.

      “Jake, it’s going to be fine. Remember to breathe. Find your center,” she hissed at him and tried to believe the words herself.

      But lying was never a wise idea to a PK.

      “No, no, it’s not going to be fine,” she heard him gasp. “I can’t hold it anymore, Dalia—”

      “You have to!” she said back, just as she saw movement from her left.

      Dalia was quick, her left pistol firing a shot at the edge of the transmitter. There was an explosion of sparks, but no kill-shot either as the shape ducked back.

      Thank the stars these thugs don’t know how to coordinate their attacks, Dalia thought as there was a movement and a flash of orange plasma light from her right.

      PHZZT! Dalia dove out of the way, avoiding the blast—which went wide anyway—but she had never been one to like burning gobbets of superheated particles anywhere near her.

      Her roll slammed her up against more of the metal-fabric pipes, near where she had started. Instantly, she was swiveling to track back to where the raider had been—

      She found him leaping over the body of the first raider that she had killed, blaster in his hands as he roared. He had been in the process of charging around toward her!

      Easy. All Dalia had to do was to flick her wrist to send a shot into the man’s leg, twisting him in mid-leap as her other pistol found his chest. The double-shot was enough so that when he landed in a crumpled heap on the floor, he stopped moving.

      Just one left. Dalia turned back, her guns held out wide in front of her. Then save Patch. Then save Anders. Then—

      “Oh crap.” Realization dawned over the Ilythian’s usually super-fast wits. If Patch was seriously injured, how was he going to disable the transmitter-jammer?

      Well, Dalia knew one surefire way to dismantle anything, and she aimed her pistols at the tiny hook-like device suspended at its heart.

      Which was right about the time that two things happened.

      One, the final Night Raider left in the transmitter room managed to get enough courage to make his own charge toward the occupied Ilythian, firing all the way.

      And two, Jake finally succumbed to the dark forces raging through his head.

      In short, all hell broke loose at that exact moment.
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      Clang! Anders blocked one of Gerhardt’s thrusts by sweeping the salvage-blade across his body. The blow from the heavy double-ended mallet was strong enough, however, that it caused sparks and splinters of steel to break from the sword’s edge.

      But polearms will always have the advantage against an edged weapon, Anders quickly realized. The cult-like leader of the Night Raiders merely swapped ends and swung the heavy, bulbous hammerhead made of slag and melted hull plate around in double-time.

      Anders didn’t have the speed left in him to duck. He flicked the long sword back up to catch the hammerhead where it met its haft of metal pipe.

      As it turned out, Anders also didn’t have the strength left to perform the movement that he wanted to, which was to wrench the entire staff from Gerhardt’s hands. Instead, he managed to raise the hammerhead enough to not be a smashing blow, but as he pushed out with his longsword, the weight of the hammer wrenched painfully at his arms.

      “Ach!” Anders tried to maintain a firm grip with both hands on the blade, but it was no good. The weight of the hammer and the force at which Gerhardt had swung it was enough to wrench the sword from his hands and send it spiraling through the air to land with a clatter on the bloodied floor—disturbingly close to where the body of August also lay.

      Frack. Anders saw the blade slide to a halt in a split-second moment of slowed time before he raised his head to see Gerhardt’s victory sneer.

      And then the stocky, bald man was moving, using the two-ended mallet like a hammer, this time as he jumped forward, raising the weapon overhead.

      No time to counter. Anders just had to dodge out of the way as the hammer crashed to the metal floor with a thunderous blow that Anders could feel through his feet.

      The ex-MPB officer struck out with a fist, knowing that the man’s swing would take time to recover from. Anders moved as fast as he could, but he was far too injured and fatigued to perform the blistering set of palm and knuckle-point strikes that he would have wanted to.

      Instead, Anders managed a good, solid jab to Gerhardt’s face, to hear a satisfying crack and feel something shift in the man’s jaw.

      But the leader of the Night Raiders hadn’t got to where he was by being nice to people and making them tea. He was a brawler who had clearly been in more than his fair share of fights. He grunted in pain and staggered back, spitting blood and a tooth as he dragged his mallet with him, before raising it again.

      However, that small window of pain was what Anders needed to close with him, being on the offensive for the first time this fight. The loss of the sword seemed to have freed up Anders’s options, since he was a man much better with his fists than with handheld weapons anyway.

      Anders jabbed again, his blow missing the spot that he had been aiming for—Gerhardt’s nose, which looked as though it had already been broken multiple times but would still hurt and make his eyes water if Anders had struck.

      Instead, Anders’s jab skittered across Gerhardt’s cheekbone, rebounding his head as the stocky man pushed out with the mallet to give himself room to swing.

      I can’t let him do that! Anders knew that he would be a dead man as soon as Gerhardt had the room to move the weapon as much as he wanted to. Without thinking, he seized the steel haft outside of Gerhardt’s grip and started to wrestle for control of the weapon.

      “Policeman!” Gerhardt threw his title at him—his ex-title, that was—like it was an insult.

      Anders wrenched at the weapon as Gerhardt pulled back, and Gerhardt was nowhere near the shape that Anders was currently in. Anders had already been slammed and crushed between hull plates, fallen from a gantry, been in a fight with the most feared fighter the Night Raiders had to offer, and had lost enough blood to drench his chest in red.

      Gerhardt shoved, and the haft batted Anders back, almost making him fall over, but he clung on for dear life. Like a dog playing with a toy, Gerhardt started to pull and twist the weapon in Anders’s hands.

      “Let GO!” he screamed into Anders’s face.

      And then Anders saw his only option. Gerhardt wasn’t shirtless like he was. The raider leader hadn’t undergone the same ‘sacred preparation’ that all the other contestants in the Death Palace had. He still wore his suit, and he still wore his utility belt.

      And he still had a knife in a sheath just above his hip.

      Anders waited for the next shove, tightening his grip but relaxing his arms and shoulders so that it would be like pushing jelly for the man. The haft of the mallet thumped him painfully on the chest, once again making him stumble.

      Gerhardt pulled back, ready for the next round of pushes and pulls.

      Anders let go, falling forward with the momentum onto Gerhardt as one hand found the handle of the man’s knife and slid it free.

      Gerhard was already roaring as he pushed out with the mallet once again, and Anders felt it hit his chest—

      —as he plunged Gerhardt’s own knife into his neck.

      There was a gurgling scream of outrage as the leader of the Night Raiders completed his shove despite having his neck half-severed, and Anders was thrown to the floor, letting go of the knife as he did so.

      For a truly horrible moment, Anders looked up from the bloodied floor to see Gerhardt standing in place with his knife sticking out from under his jaw, looking suddenly confused as he dropped the heavy mallet, took a step forward, and collapsed to the floor.

      The leader of the Night Raiders shuddered his final breath and died.

      Leaving Anders exhausted, injured, and gasping as he looked around at the horde of incredulous onlookers, to see a few hundred eyes gleam as they sought him out. Their voices started out as a low murmur, but quickly rose as they were joined by the voices of the guards as well.

      “KILL! KILL! KILL!”

      Oh frack… Anders gulped, just as a wave of terrible emotions rolled through him, full of pain, torment, and terror.
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      Time seemed to slow as the bolts of plasma speared through the transmitter room like glowing rain, all around Dalia.

      It would have been beautiful, were it not for the fact that any one of those elongated darts of fire could permanently give her a bad day. But strangely, as the last remaining attacker charged, bounding over the pipes and firing wildly at her, Dalia wasn’t afraid.

      Well, not of him, anyway.

      In truth, Dalia was terrified, but not of the enraged man in front of her. Instead, it was of the wave of dark and terrible emotions flowing from the PK youth at the doorway and expanding like an invisible supernova to fill the room.

      Pain! Torment! Terror!

      Dalia couldn’t even move her hand to fire at the man coming toward her. The fear that clutched at her insides was so great that she felt frozen. It was like there were a thousand screams racing through her mind. A thousand wails of agony. Again, the Ilythian wondered:

      How could one young human contain so much pain?

      The answer was, quite clearly, that he couldn’t. It spilled out of him as he staggered to the doorjamb, sinking to his knees.

      “J-Ja-Jake…” Dalia hissed through shaking teeth, but it was no use. Whatever words of advice she could offer were like pebbles thrown into a storm.

      Dalia realized that, even though she felt like she was dying, she was in fact still very much alive, and that the plasma rain had stopped. She turned her head with great difficulty to see that the raider was on the floor a few meters in front of her, huddled in a ball and whimpering from the psychic onslaught.

      The Ilythian agent didn’t blame him. It was all that she wanted to do too, and it was only the fact that she had received PK training as a part of her normal Ilythian upbringing that kept her safe.

      Breathe. Find your center, she counseled herself, forcing the fear out through tight, hyperventilating breaths. Her bio-readouts on her HUD were high and erratic. If she didn’t get it together, she was liable to blow a blood vessel or have a heart attack!

      These feelings aren’t me. I remain myself, as everything passes over and through.

      The Ilythian’s breath deepened and slowed a fraction, and her readings fluctuated and spiked a little less, but only a little. It was enough. With joints and limbs that felt tight, she managed to push herself up from her seated position to all-fours.

      But what now? Her thoughts were still a jumble. The transmitter was still ahead of her, but Patch was dying behind her, and Jake was going mad a few feet from him.

      I’ll be no good if I’m a jabbering wreck, she told herself, turning to start crawling toward the door.

      The ground ahead of her was cracked and blackened with scorch marks as she moved, hand after hand, and the light in her eyes flashed orange, off, orange, off. One of the raiders must have triggered Bonetown’s internal alarms, she thought with a grimace. The only saving grace was that unless the Night Raiders had any similarly PK-trained operatives on board, no one would be getting anywhere near them through Jake’s waves of terror.

      She reached Patch’s body to see that the front of his suit was a smoking ruin, his face was pale, and his eyes fluttered behind his helmet.

      Y’veel! V’ceet! Bahaba! She used every Ilythian curse word that she knew as she wrenched a hand to her utility belt, hoping that these suits came with some kind of medical kit.

      They did. She found what she thought was a dispenser of ampules. Some were stimulants, some were narcotics, and some appeared to be basic gene-repair serums. She gave Patch all of them, finding the small port below the lip of his helmet and inserting each ampule into its rubber seal.

      “Please let his suit be working enough to accept them,” she prayed, and for once, she was in luck. She saw a flash of a dim green light reflected over Patch’s ghastly face as his HUD tried to alert him that it was deploying medical systems. She imagined that the suit must have internal needles or touch-sensitive membranes located here and there.

      The suit’s system worked, Patch’s breathing eased, and a bit of color returned to his face. His eyes stopped fluttering, and instead closed in a sedated sleep.

      “It’s the best I can do for now,” she whispered as another wave of psychic torment washed through her.

      Next: Jake.

      She clambered over Patch’s body toward where the boy was huddled by the doorway, clutching onto the still-shuddering door for dear life.

      “Jake!” she called, reaching out to grasp his shoulder. She didn’t know what she could do to help him, given she was no master of the PK arts, but just her presence was enough to make the emotional storm that raged around him ease a little.

      I can breathe, she thought, moving toward Jake and putting her other arm around the youth, hugging him to her as if she could push his mind back together with her nearness.

      This close made the feelings like a torrential river, but Dalia clung on, and after a moment, Jake’s hands reached up to clasp her back. This simple act of support lessened the storm dramatically, and Jake was gasping for air as if he’d been drowning.

      “I got you,” Dalia found she was saying, over and over. “We’re going to get out of here.” Somehow.

      “Patch?” Jake said in a shuddering voice.

      “I’ll carry him. If we can get him to a medical unit, he’ll be okay,” Dalia said as she opened her eyes to see that she was looking over Jake’s shoulder, directly at the transmitter.

      I can still do this, Dalia thought. Even without Patch to help me.

      But first, she knew she had to secure the escape of her two wounded comrades. They had already sacrificed much to be here. And then, when these two are safe, I can come back and destroy this thing, and then go back for Anders, she promised herself.

      Dalia knew of only one way to get the humans out safely, and it couldn’t be the way they’d come in, because Patch’s suit was ruined. She just hoped that the creature at the other end of her suit communicator would listen to her.

      “Moriarty?” she whispered to the simulated intelligence’s currently in charge of the Nova. “I need an evac as close to my position as possible for Jake and Patch. I don’t know if you can hear me, or if you can even dock nearby, but it’s our only chance.”

      A small green ‘M’ appeared on Dalia’s HUD. “I can hear you, and yes, there is an airlock nearby.” The S.I. gave her the directions to the airlock that was merely across the hall from her current position.

      “You can dock? No shadow-craft coming for you?” Dalia said as she grabbed the cumbersome form of Patch and heaved him over her shoulders, staggering a bit.

      “All of the life signs about Bonetown—including their craft—appear to be in a state of shock,” Moriarty stated unemotionally.

      “Holy stars.” Dalia looked at Jake. Had the boy’s psychic blast been enough to do all of that? It showed that he wasn’t just powerful, he might be one of the most powerful PKs she’d ever heard of. “Come with me,” she muttered as she took his hand, and he got to his feet.

      “But…but…the transmitter?” Jake, his eyes wide with fear.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Dalia said through gritted teeth as she struggled with Patch’s weight.

      “No,” a new voice gasped as someone came crawling up the stairs, step by struggling step. It was someone that Dalia recognized, and they weren’t alone.

      “We will take care of the transmitter,” hissed the second voice as a figure tumbled herself onto the landing below them, clearly fighting the same psychic waves that Dalia had managed to.

      The figure nearest to them was Anders.

      And the figure scrabbling behind him was the red-haired, black-clad throne assassin that had almost killed them all, twice.
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      “What the holy stars?” Anders heard Dalia say above him. Which, actually, was pretty much how he felt about the entire situation as well.

      “I could tell you, but it’d take too long,” Anders hissed through the waves of cramping fear and nausea threatening to unman him. The only saving grace from being beaten to a bloody pulp was the fact that the pain his body was in had given him something to take his mind off his psychic pain, which had radiating down into the Death Palace.

      That had been before the woman who called herself Black Rose had showed up, of course. She had sprayed him with all sorts of wound seals, injected him with an even stranger array of chemicals—one of which, apparently, was a psycho-suppressant that gave him just enough sanity to be able to move. It was more freedom than all of the Night Raiders, who he hoped were still huddled, clutching at each other in the converted hangar bay, praying for it all to stop.

      “Just help me up, for heaven’s sake!” Anders hissed. He tried to move as he heard a thump and a groan, then Dalia’s strong hands were under his shoulders and hauling him to his feet.

      Anders wavered. This close to Jake, the feelings were unstoppable, even with whatever drugs Black Rose had. He shook his head as he saw Dalia step back to where she had deposited Patch, not offering to help the similarly-struggling Black Rose at all.

      “Patch!” Anders’s heart lurched at seeing the ruin of the young Voider’s chest plate. He made to move forward, but Dalia held out a hand.

      “It’d take too long to tell you,” she echoed his words. “He’ll be fine if we can get him to the Nova’s medical bed…” She had already slung her arms under his shoulder and was more carrying him than helping him to walk, Anders saw.

      “My Code-X has better medical facilities.” Black Rose managed to push herself up to the landing, and Anders saw her look into the room.

      “You’ll have to excuse me if I choose to refuse your offer,” Dalia muttered angrily, reaching the airlock on the opposite side of the landing.

      “Is that it?” Anders said, still frozen in place as his eyes sought out what had so entranced the assassin.

      Black Rose had appeared as Anders fell to the floor in front of the bonfire-bell, certain that he was dying as waves of panic and terror washed over them all. She had been struggling herself but had been the only person able to at least move, thanks to her psycho-suppressant drugs, he thought.

      But she didn’t kill me. Anders still didn’t know what sort of game she was playing. She said that she wanted information, and that she was going to get it, that much Anders could understand.

      ‘And I need you alive,’ she had said to him as she used her own suit’s scanners to locate the others.

      She knew about Patch’s field ansible, and she knew about the Archon device, but how she had found out this information was beyond him. The woman appeared to be on the verge of rage at every moment.

      But she saved my life, Anders thought. Even if it was only to kill me later, she saved my life.

      “Do you have micro-explosives?” Anders breathed. There was a hiss of the airlock door behind them, then an angry grunt as Dalia manhandled Patch through to the relative safety of the Nova on the other side. The waves of emotion lessened somewhat as soon as Jake was out of sight, but they were still bad.

      “We’re not destroying it, Corsigon.” Black Rose, similarly, was seeming to recover a little. “I’m taking it in. Which, I think, is what you had intended to do as well, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Anders breathed, uncertain. But we were going to use it to stop the Eternal Empress, and you work for her.

      As if in answer to his unspoken question, Black Rose half-turned, covering him with her laser pistol. Anders still had no weapons, and, despite the medicines this woman had applied to him, was still as weak as a child.

      “For the moment, our goals align,” she said. “And as soon as your Ilythian steps up to your ship’s bridge, she will realize that my Code-X has already docked with your Nova,” Black Rose said smartly. “I tracked and hailed your Moriarty,” she said, with a small smirk at the name, “and informed him of the situation. Your tactical intelligence was very reasonable in seeing things as I do. He cannot jump, he cannot even fly at full impulse, and his shields are barely at thirty percent. Luckily, however, if you choose to remain docked to my Code-X when I jump, then my field engines will encompass both ships.” She squinted at him. “Or I could take the field ansible right now, get on board my ship, and leave you to face a few hundred Night Raiders and their shadow-craft?”

      Anders gritted his teeth and gave a silent snarl at the woman, but he knew when he was beaten.

      Until I get some strength back and take over your ship, he promised himself.

      There was a groan from behind Black Rose as one of the balled-up figures started to move, shaking. It was a Night Raider, who was similarly recovering from the psychic wave that Jake had been generating.

      Black Rose continued to look at Anders as she casually shot the man dead.

      Yeah, I get it. You’re a hard-ass. Anders nodded. “Fine. You win. We take the field ansible.”

      “I’m glad that you see things as I do.” She turned quickly to the only surviving podium-like control console while gesturing for Anders to move toward the device.

      “Huh? Why me? I’m not even an engineer!” Anders said.

      “Because I’m the one with the gun. Now go and wait for my command!” Black Rose was scanning the console irritably, her brow furrowed slightly as she tried to work out the controls.

      Anders stepped in front of the giant metal dish with the small hook-like ansible suspended on rods in its center. It looked ridiculously small for such a powerful thing, able to beam subatomic particle-waves across the entire galaxy.

      He heard a series of dull chimes from Black Rose’s controls, and then the rising klaxon of an alarm. Oh great. The thing was programmed not to be tampered with.

      “It’s fine!” she spat, apparently lying. “All I have to do is reduce the energy flow to the field ansible.” Anders watched as her gloved hands twisted dials and hit buttons.

      In front of him, the small unit looked like any other dead piece of metal. There were no lights, no glittering fields emanating from it. But all the same, Anders felt a dread in his stomach that was somehow saner than the psychic torment he had so recently felt, and the hairs on the back of his neck were standing on end.

      “Got it. It should be released from the mechanism. Just detach the couplings and we’re good to go,” Black Rose said.

      Anders hesitated, although he didn’t know why. There was just something about this tiny device that radiated threat.

      But the klaxon was wailing, and Jake’s psychic waves were lessening by the second. How long would it take before the raiders were able to get to their feet and figure out what was going on, Anders wondered.

      They probably already were—

      Anders reached up and seized the field-ansible…

      As something dark and ancient, and deeply, cosmically insane filled him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Sector 8 (Near Territory)

          

        

      

    

    
      The Code-X craft rocketed through the Void, rising above the debris field as the lights of Bonetown behind it started to come on. The shapes of the gigantic raider shadow-craft started to uncouple from their docking positions and turn to follow it, but the angular, pointed Code-X craft was too quick.

      It was too quick even with the added weight of the Nova slung under its belly. The clipper was a little more than half the size of the Code-X Reconnaissance vessel, but the superior throne craft had no trouble whatsoever carrying its wounded ally.

      And then, with a ripple of bright lights and distorting colors, the Code-X fired its FTL engines, and the haze of light eclipsed both vessels long before the pursuing craft could ever get a weapons lock on them.

      On board the Code-X craft, the atmosphere was chill. Black Rose regarded her new ‘guests’ and thought that she should be proud of what she had achieved. She had the criminal Anders and the Ilythian spy known as ‘Dalia,’ and she had also managed to secure two new throne dissidents: Patch McGuire the Void engineer, and J-14, the PK.

      It was the one called Dalia that she had to be careful of. For the moment, she was busy seeing to her three comrades, but Black Rose knew it wouldn’t be long before the two women would go head-to-head.

      But for the moment, she had the upper hand. She had Patch McGuire in a medical bay under heavy sedation, she had J-14 in the bay next to him, also under sedation owing to his erratic PK abilities, and Black Rose had the fugitive Lieutenant Anders Corsigon in the last remaining medical bay, but she had no idea what was happening to him.

      Anders had fallen into some sort of stupor as soon as he had gotten his hands on the field ansible. Black Rose figured that he must have finally succumbed to his injuries and psychic strain. In the end, it had been Anders’s feverish, near-comatose state that had helped her convince Dalia to transfer the wounded to her vessel.

      Which also makes it a lot easier to bargain with the Ilythian, if she knows I have the power of life and death over her friends, Black Rose thought with a small, bitter smile.

      Finally, she would be able to get some answers.
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            Are We Nearly There Yet?

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 5

      

      In the starry vault of space, something moved. The hazy gleam and glitter of the distant stars shook and doubled, and a new star was born. With a flash of purple and white light, a craft phased into view, refracting and melting the light waves around it in ripples before the Code-X craft finally solidified back into normal space.

      The matte-black infiltration and reconnaissance vessel was shaped like an angry tooth, a wedge of approaching threat. The only physical field lights that betrayed its position after the warp-fires of its jump had faded were dim and diffuse.

      The second craft, however—the smaller throne clipper that the Code-X craft had docked under its belly—was much more apparent. If there were any observers, then it might have seemed as though the far brighter, blockier, and rustier clipper was being held immobile by some strange, deep-space predator.

      Which was, somewhat ironically, exactly how the Ilythian agent Dchllyiealoparisaan—or ‘Dalia’ to those humans who knew her—felt.

      The pale-skinned, oval-eyed, and platinum-haired Ilythian sat in one of the bay chairs in the throne Code-X craft, and she glared at the assassin whose craft this was, and whose guest she supposedly was. The woman opposite her was named Rose—or Black Rose, Dalia knew. A super-assassin. A secret throne asset who had been trying very hard to kill Dalia and her comrades for quite a while now.

      So, how can I kid myself that I can ever trust this woman? Dalia narrowed her eyes slightly as she looked at the red-haired, seemingly young and attractive human female in her close-fitting mesh-suit. There was something a little off about her, Dalia’s training recognized.

      She’s more composed than any other human I have ever known, Dalia thought. Black Rose calmly sat across from her, staring back non-plussed, and Dalia didn’t see any of the more usual tics and subconscious mannerisms—not even enlarged pupils or shallow breathing—that most humans couldn’t seem to control.

      Yes, this human is dangerous, Dalia thought. There was a grace to her movements that was almost Ilythian, and an economy of action that indicated she had been trained very well indeed.

      And then Black Rose casually cleared her throat and raised her chin just slightly.

      “Are we nearly there yet?” she said with a faint quirk of a smile to the corner of her perfectly-rouged lips.
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            Three Hours Prior

          

        

      

    

    
      Dalia tried not to bite her lower lip as she concentrated. In front of her was the pale face of MPB Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, and he appeared ill.

      But this is no natural illness, is it? Dalia let out a slow hiss of breath. The thirty-something human male with short, dark hair and a scattering of white-tinged stubble was breathing rapidly as he lay on one of the medical beds of Black Rose’s Code-X craft.

      The Ilythian felt a sort of nausea as she looked down at the human male who had saved her life on more than one occasion—and whose life she had saved, in turn. The sub-psychic PK abilities of her people had allowed her to see glimpses of the man’s soul. He was a widower, he believed in justice, and his whole being was wrapped tight in the notion that every man has to stand, alone, for what they believe in.

      “I could admire that about you,” she murmured, if my own upbringing hadn’t taught me how catastrophically stupid it is to think that every individual is an island.

      But right now, the lieutenant was overwhelmingly interconnected with the medical devices of Black Rose’s ship. Dalia was looking through a clear plastic visor-plate at his sweaty face, and she saw where pipes were attached to his suit’s injectors, keeping his body stable with tranquilizers and painkillers.

      Dalia let out another slow, annoyed breath and looked up to the pull-down holo-readout over the shelf-like medical bed the human was ensconced in.

      
        
        PATIENT ID: Corsigon, Anders (Lt)

        Prognosis: Unknown.

        Heartrate: Erratic.

        Blood Pressure: Erratic.

        Cellular Injury: Healing (60%)

        Muscular-Skeletal Analysis: Healing (75%)

        Brainwave Analysis: Unknown.

      

      

      Anders had sustained a lot of injuries in just a short time, Dalia could see from the multiple holo-images of various bodily systems. Not only from his one-man space flight through the garbage field known as the ‘Meat Grinder’ of the human Void-pirates, the Night Raiders, but also from falling thirty feet or so from a collapsing gantry inside the raider base known as Bonetown, and then enduring at least two deathmatch ‘duels’ against the psychopathic aforementioned raiders.

      But even those injuries cannot explain this… Dalia thought, her alien eyes deciphering how the throne technology worked. Black Rose had expertly stabilized the human’s condition and was pumping him full of what gene-serums her craft had been supplied with, which would reconstruct and re-knit every cell in his body, if given enough.

      “So, why is your prognosis unknown?” Dalia wondered aloud. “And why are your brain patterns unknown?”

      Of course, it was a rhetorical question. I already know what caused this. She glanced across the room to the glittering blue containment field generated in the center of the Code-X craft’s main bay. The field surrounded a simple metal plinth, and hanging in the air above the plinth was the strange hook device that Anders had been attempting to recover.

      The jammer. Dalia’s eyes naturally slid to the next of the medical beds where another of her human companions, the young Voider engineer known as Patch McGuire, currently lay similarly sedated and unconscious.

      But he is a far simpler matter, Dalia considered, although she checked the young Voider’s medical holo all the same. Patch McGuire was recovering from a laser blast to the chest, one that had been powerful enough to damage his suit and cause multiple, miniature explosions against the young man’s torso. Devastatingly dangerous, but it was only cellular injury, after all. Already, she could see that the gene-serums had almost completed their work in speeding up his body’s natural healing processes and knitting his chest back together.

      Patch McGuire had made that thing, Dalia thought about the jammer hanging in its containment field. “And the sooner you wake up and tell us how to disable it, the better!” Dalia murmured.

      The jammer was one of two sister inventions, both of which had originally been designed as transmitters, Dalia remembered Patch’s excited—and somewhat feverish—explanation. It had been his already stellar life’s most important achievement: a way to contact across far greater distances using the sub-quanta alternate dimension of warp travel, which would have extended the Golden Throne’s reach almost to the entire Milky Way Galaxy!

      But that was when everything had gone wrong, Dalia presumed. The ruler of the Golden Throne of humanity—Eternal Empress Helena—had used the first of the transmitter devices to make contact, and somehow channel, the world-killing energies of a far-off ancient weapon called the Archon device.

      And I don’t even know what race built the Archon device! Dalia cursed her misfortune.

      Patch McGuire had turned the second sister-transmitter into a jammer, seeking to stop the empress’s insane plan, but then it was stolen by the Night Raiders.

      Who somehow turned the jammer back into a transmitter… The Ilythian’s eyes narrowed as she regarded the thing.

      As soon as Anders touched it, this happened. She took another look at the feverish, haggard face of Lieutenant Corsigon, lying next to her with his strangely unknown brainwave patterns.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I would say that it was…” Dalia’s gaze now turned to the final occupant of Black Rose’s medical beds—the young human youth called Jake, or J-14 as his original designation stated.

      Dalia knew that J-14 was a PK—a psychic, like her. But he was strong, and he had been kidnapped by the empress along with many others throughout the Reach of the Throne to create some kind of psychic battery that would allow her to harvest the power of the Archon device.

      It was the boy’s strength which was his undoing, Dalia thought as she watched the sedated youth murmur in his torpor. His incarceration and torture at the hands of the Golden Throne had meant that he couldn’t control the dark energies inside his head and could emit rolling waves of anger and terror in equal measures.

      The Ilythian paused in her consideration, looking between Jake, the transmitter, and Anders. He looks as though he is suffering a severe psychic attack, not a physical one!

      “Maybe it was connected to the empress’s psychic battery?” Dalia frowned at the transmitter, hanging secure and contained. That was the only explanation she had for why Anders could be suffering like he was.

      But then the answer is simple, isn’t it? The Ilythian slowly started to smile. All she had to do was to make a psychic bond with Anders, and to do for him what she had done for Jake when he had been about to drown in the maelstrom of emotions:

      Find your inner sanctum. Find your inner balance.

      Dalia moved immediately to the officer’s medical bed, certain that she knew precisely what to do to revive him. There were simple psychic procedures and mental exercises that every Ilythian child was taught in order to keep their own powers in check.

      But the humans do not appear to have the wherewithal to teach them! Dalia thought irritably. Or maybe the Eternal Empress didn’t care if her PKs ended up going mad…

      But either way, I can make the connection, and allow Anders’s mind to center itself again.

      The Ilythian examined the medical bed for a moment, and then spared a look to the open bulkhead door that led to the forward cockpit of the Code-X craft, where Black Rose was currently piloting the boat through warp.

      Black Rose appeared silent—as she always does, the Ilythian thought—but also focused on her tasks. She wouldn’t notice…

      And then, with Anders awake, we can overpower Black Rose and turn this boat away from whatever throne base she is taking us too!

      The Ilythian slid off one of the sleek gloves that protected her long-fingered hands. All Ilythians had a form of touch-PK, meaning that it required skin-to-skin contact for her to read emotions and get a sense of a person’s thoughts or memories. Many other Ilythians had a far greater range of PK abilities of course, their telepathy extending beyond the confines of their skin—or even clairvoyance or psychokinesis—but not Dalia. She was actually pretty glad that she didn’t have to worry about the burden of greater PK powers.

      Although the idea of throwing a chair across the room at the back of Black Rose’s head is appealing, she had to admit.

      The Ilythian lightly ran her fingertips across the visor-plate of the lieutenant’s medical containment unit. She felt cold metal, the subsonic vibrations of the instruments as they maintained Anders’s life.

      And maybe something else? She thought for a moment that she felt the slightest shiver of unease, but metal had no feelings, so the feeling must be her own.

      Dalia scanned for the release mechanism before pressing on the two rubber depressors on either side of Anders’s visor-unit. There was a slight hiss of compressed air and the angular box raised itself a few millimeters from its rubber seal.

      Hss! The Ilythian froze, concentrating on sending her hearing behind her to the rest of the main bay of the Code-X craft and the cockpit beyond. She heard the soft taps and bleeps of the command desk as Black Rose worked. She didn’t hear the medical unit opening.

      Very, very carefully, the alien woman raised the solid-form, clear plastic visor to reveal the pale and fevered face of the human male who had been her companion.

      “Hgnh?” Anders made a low murmuring sound as he moved his head slightly, but the noise was as light as a whisper. His eyes were closed, and there were tubes extending into his mouth, presumably feeding him the disgusting nutrient-sludge that was keeping him alive.

      Okay… Dalia had no idea how much time she would have, so she got straight to work, half-closing her eyes and breathing softly until she felt herself center and her emotions die down to a murmur. She felt calm and purposeful as she extended her long-fingered hand into the medical bay and lightly lowered it to brush Anders’s forehead—

      —to feel a universe of pain.
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            A Universe of Pain

          

        

      

    

    
      Anders fell—if that was what you could call this thrashing, tumbling, drowning sensation.

      The lieutenant had no awareness of his body, or of where he was. Only that wherever he was, he really didn’t want to be there anymore. Everything was black, and yet there was the sensation of rushing currents that he fell through.

      And pain. There was always the pain.

      Anders opened his mouth—or his dream mouth—to scream, but he couldn’t hear a sound.

      How long have I been here? At last, a singular coherent thought in the sea of torment. Where am I? How did I get here? In his—admittedly few—saner moments, Anders remembered the few times that he had been in similar positions to this. When, as a child in the Hecta System on his home world of Hectamon 7, he had contracted a rare strain of Umedi Virus. His body had swollen at the joints, and ugly red welts had erupted everywhere. He remembered an interminable time of being both boiling hot and freezing cold, and the constant state of agony.

      But that was a piece of cake compared to what he was going through now. And what was more, that had blissfully ended after only an afternoon and a night, when his parents had rushed him to the local branch of the Gene Seers and they had administered antivirals that had been especially constructed to quench the outbreak.

      There was no such blessed savior coming for the ex-officer now.

      Or perhaps this misery was similar to when he had been shot on the streets of Hectamon 7’s docklands. It had been an old-style gangland shooting, with the criminal even using projectile weapons.

      Usually, an MPB officer’s service suit would have absorbed most of the damage from that bullet, but it was Anders’s misfortune to be shot in one of the few places where a projectile could get through—where the rubber seals joined the scale-carapace of his spine guard to his MPB utility belt. The bullet had missed his spine, thankfully, but had instead grazed his kidneys, involving a huge amount of internal bleeding, nausea, sickness, and of course agony.

      Anders was the wolfish sort of man to be able to push himself back into a firing position and take out the two gang-members who had attempted to silence him before collapsing, however, for the Gene Seers to reconstruct his damaged kidneys and back.

      No. The cold realization hit the lieutenant as he was tortured and spun, thinking that he must be losing his mind. Those events had been overwhelmingly physical, whereas this pain was more akin to when he remembered—

      Cassie.

      Like a magic mantra, as soon as Anders’s mind alighted on the name of his dead wife, it conjured her image to him, born out of the black and shadowy just like this was a dream.

      Cassandra had been his young, beautiful, and pragmatic wife. She had waited for him during his Throne Marine training years, and his deployment to the border-control scouts before eventually he managed to get reassigned into the Military Police Bureau. It was in the very first month of his return home that she had suggested they go to the family planning clinic and get their already harvested, fertilized eggs finally implanted.

      Sibbi.

      That had been the name of their beautiful daughter.

      But we only had a handful of years together, didn’t we? Anders thought, his misery feeling total. In fact, his pain and misery seemed to fuse into one until it was a physical sensation, a second skin of despair and hurt that he wore every moment of every day and would never leave him.

      “Cassie?” Anders whispered at the ghost-shape of his dead wife. He could hear his voice now—or was it because these were his own thoughts?

      His wife stood with her back to him, her hair now blonde—she liked to change the color often—and in a thick braid. There were always escaping strands, just as there was now. Anders wanted to reach up to smooth those strands of flaxen hair back in place, but he didn’t. He knew that it annoyed her.

      “Cassie, is it really you?” he whispered to the shade. All around them was the black of his night, a black that some battened-down part of the man’s soul could never fully escape from.

      Again, his wife said nothing, but stood as still as a statue, just like she would when she would get ‘lost’ looking out into the cerulean seas of Hectamon 7’s bay. Their low-built house sat on one of the residential rises just a little way above and outside of the city, and Anders knew that his wife would take her morning coffee out to the porch often and look down on the city and the sea, silently communing with some spirit or god, or the sea itself.

      Anders would see her like this sometimes in the early mornings, and he wouldn’t say a word. He would just watch her in these unguarded moments, marveling at how vulnerable and open she was.

      But now, with so many years between the serial killer’s laser-shots that had taken both his wife and their daughter from him, Anders could no longer be silent. He stepped toward her in the dark.

      “Cassie, where’s Sibbi? Where’s our daughter?” he asked, and his confusion at why he should be seeing the dead shade of his wife and not his daughter was profound.

      “If this is a fever-dream, does even my own mind hate me?” he murmured to himself.

      “No,” a voice said, and it came from Cassie. It almost even sounded like his wife. Almost.

      “Cassie!” Anders reached out quickly to touch her shoulder, to turn her around, to enfold her into his arms once again—

      But as soon as his outstretched hand touched her shoulder, he felt a momentary resistance, and then nothing. Looking in alarm, he saw that his hand had moved through her, and the stuff of her form was dissolving like ash where he had touched her.

      “What— What is happening, Cassie? I don’t understand…” Anders stumbled back, terrified and ashamed of what he had caused.

      But the dissolution of his wife was inevitable now. As if the shade knew this was coming, she started to turn to face her husband, but every fraction of a movement sent more cracks through her shoulders, back, and arms, causing more of her to slowly disintegrate.

      “Cassie, no!” Anders breathed in horror as his wife spoke some final words.

      “It isn’t your own mind that hates you, Anders,” his wife said, now only half there, one side of her completely collapsing into gray, charred fragments.

      “It’s me,” her strange voice said at last as she completed her turn, a heartbeat before the shade of his wife completely collapsed into dust.

      And in that last second, Anders saw that her eyes were complete orbs of perfect, shiny black.

      Anders howled in misery, anger, and above all, guilt. The man felt guilty for not saving them, for letting the serial killer that he had been chasing escape him. For not doing enough. For not being enough.

      But even in Anders’s complete misery, his wails faded as he noticed that something else was happening around him. The clouds of dust that had been his wife had turned into billows, and everything around him was turning the same storm of gray.

      The black was lightening, lighter and lighter, until Anders saw that he didn’t stand in the pitch night looking at the place where his wife had been, but on a vast, empty, gray plain.

      What? Anders thought as he looked down. The ground was solid, like rock, but everything was covered with those same flakes and granules of charred gray dust. Some insane thought told Anders that this was what his life was now, after the destruction of his wife. He was left wading through her ashes forever.

      He took a step forward, to hear and feel the crunch of the ashes underfoot, and the soft crunch only set up ripples of further collapses in the landscape.

      Ander raised his head to scream, but the sight of one object hanging above him stilled his voice.

      He was looking at a star-lit sky above the collapsing ash plain, the sort of nighttime horizons that you might see if you looked up on a super-clear night from any planet the galaxy over.

      But there, hanging in the sky, was a perfectly round circle of black. The only reason that Anders knew it was even there was because it was far bigger and closer than any planetary moon should be. There was a sheen across its surface of reflected radiance from the lighter ash field, and Anders realized that he knew this sphere.

      It was one that he had seen before, that the Void engineers had shown him when they had discussed the empress’s apocalypse weapon.

      The Archon device.

      “Anders.”

      This time, the voice was different. It wasn’t the strangely cold version of Cassie. In fact, it didn’t sound like Cassie at all.

      It sounded like…

      “Dalia?” Anders gasped. The waves of both physical and mental pain buffeted him once again.

      “You are Lieutenant Anders Corsigon. And you are my friend. You are brave and resolute, and there is nothing in this world or the next that can change that.” Anders heard Dalia’s voice hiss the words, but it sounded like she too was battling extreme pain or fatigue. He could hear her gasp of anguish and knew that she must be experiencing the same awful feelings that he was.

      “Get out of here!” he started to shout, but she began to speak even more fervently.

      “Anders… You need to…find your center… Remember…who you are!” The voice of the Ilythian was growing fainter and fainter, dissolving just as surely as his own wife had done right before his very eyes.

      “Dalia!” Anders shouted into the eternity of torment. “Dalia!”
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      Dalia heard the shout of outrage a moment before she felt Black Rose’s hands grasp her shoulders and fling her easily across the length of the bay to crash into the opposite bulkhead.

      Normally, someone as highly trained as the Ilythian could have used the warning of Black Rose’s scream to turn, to duck, to avoid the pain that she was feeling now as she crashed against the metal grillwork of the floor.

      But Dalia’s mind was ringing like a bell as misery flooded it.

      PAIN! TORMENT! KILL! KILL!

      “No!” Dalia begged for the emotions to stop. It was like the dark emotions of hatred and desire for revenge that flooded out of Jake at times, but it was much, much worse.

      “What have you done to my ship!” Black Rose’s screech was furious, but Dalia could hardly even see her, her mind was in such torment. It had happened the second that Dalia had touched Anders’s forehead, she remembered. The tide of terrifying, horrible feelings and mental anguish had rushed into her.

      And, apparently, into the ship as well. The internal lights of the Code-X craft were flickering erratically, and there was the rising klaxon-wail of alarms.

      Oh stars, we’re still at warp, a tiny part of Dalia’s mind thought in absolute horror. If their navigation computers lost their connection to the sub-quanta coordinates that their field generators were locked onto, then they were just as likely to get blasted across the known universe in a thousand molecules as make it to their destination.

      “Answer me, Ilythian!” Dalia felt hands seize her platinum-white hair and painfully drag her head back. Through tears of agony, Dalia saw Black Rose’s face, twisted in rage. She had never seen the assassin even looked perturbed—not even as she had killed people.

      “I… I…” Dalia wheezed. She shot out with her gloved fist, delivering a classic Ilythian Kun-Pa blow to the woman’s solar plexus. If she had been in full crouch, and used her full range of both technique and strength, Dalia knew she might have cracked the woman’s sternum, maybe ruptured internal organs. But as it was in her weakened state, all that she could do was make the Golden Throne military assassin release her hold and fall back, coughing and wheezing.

      It was enough to allow Dalia to fall forward in her mental misery, catching herself on the floor and start to push herself up on a shaking, weakened hand—

      “Hyagh!”

      —to receive a vicious knee to her cheek, spinning her over and back onto the corner where floor met wall.

      “Stay down!” Black Rose snarled as Dalia coughed and spat blood.

      But she didn’t kill me. Dalia’s mind raced as well as it could, given the nightmare in her mind. Black Rose was the best physical fighter that the Ilythian had ever seen. Dalia knew that she could easily have delivered that blow to snap her neck, or break her nose or jaw, but she didn’t.

      In the next second, the groaning Dalia got her reason why. Black Rose stumbled and braced herself against the wall. She was also injured. Either my blow was stronger than I thought or she’s suffering from the same psychic attack as I am…which is about to destroy this ship.

      “Stop. Listen to me—” Dalia winced.

      “Shut up!” There was a blur of movement, but this time, Dalia had enough warning to roll across the floor, back towards the medical beds, each of which were flaring red and clamoring with alarm systems.

      A dull clang and a grunt of pain as Black Rose’s foot struck metal wall, and another scrape as the human assassin stumbled.

      “The ship is in danger!” Dalia said urgently, pushing herself up into a crouch.

      “No crap,” Black Rose growled, and then, “Frack this—”

      Through doubling vision, Dalia saw the woman’s hand move lightning fast to the main holster on her thigh, and for the assassin’s hand to close on the pistol handle there.

      Dalia threw herself forward with a grunt of desperation, barging into Black Rose with her shoulder as her other hand closed on the assassin’s wrist drawing out the pistol to shoot the troublesome Ilythian in the chest.

      And it was Dalia’s bare hand that touched human flesh, and the Ilythian instantly felt the PK connection between them surge and bond.
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        * * *

      

      Black Rose had never been born. Not in any conventional sense, anyway. Instead, she had been made. That was a thread of knowledge that ran around her mind like a scaffold, inside of which every other thought, feeling, or memory made sense.

      What the— Dalia had joined with Black Rose’s mind, and she found it unlike any other human mind that she’d ever made contact with.

      Usually, an Ilythian could only ever pick up surface thoughts and emotions on skin-to-skin contact—it was considered rude to try and pry deeper—but humans were often the easiest race to read. They were a race that was spectacularly bad at mental and emotional control.

      So, Dalia was used to being presented strong, deep emotions and memories when she first made touch-PK contact with a human. This was what had happened when she first met Anders, and this was how she had known that he was a good man, an honorable man, and a widower.

      Over time, Ilythian society had evolved to the point where the selective sharing of emotions and memories became one of the fundamental modes of conversation—as vital as a wave or saying hello.

      But right now, Dalia was flooded with the strong, conflicted, and violent overview of Black Rose’s soul.

      It was a mind divided against itself, and everyone else.

      It is a mind that is only partly human… Dalia knew.

      Iso-tubes. In Black Rose’s memories, these were the first. Of looking out of a greenish liquid and a heavy glass shell into a ward of moving white coats and blinking, blipping machines. There were other such tubes around her, and her body hurt.

      And when the little girl screamed, no one could hear her.

      I have seen these before, Dalia thought as she rode the assassin’s mind. These were the same sorts of tubes that had held the human PK clones they’d rescued on the planet of Benevolent. Had been grown in, the Ilythian thought.

      “Well done!” a voice was saying, and Dalia blinked to see another of Black Rose’s memories. She was standing on a dull blue vinyl practice mat in front of a much taller blonde man, wearing a black mesh bodysuit.

      Commander-General Cread. Dalia recognized this younger version of the man from the intelligence reports that the Ilythian Council had made her study. The commander-general was rumored to be one of two men right at the heart of the empire—the hands of the Eternal Empress herself.

      Cread is the master of the Throne Marines, and Architrex Vasad is the master of the Gene Seers, Dalia recalled.

      But now, this younger Cread was not immersed in battle reports or strategies. He appeared to be paying the utmost attention to his star-pupil, who could be no more than nine or ten, Dalia thought, given their comparative size.

      “Now, again!” Dalia heard Cread say through Black Rose’s younger ears. Ears that have been gene-created to function at the very peak of human capabilities, she knew.

      Suddenly, the image that Dalia was seeing blurred and moved as the younger Black Rose threw herself into a dizzying set of spins, rolls, and ghost-strikes towards imaginary opponents. But as soon as the assassin moved, and her heartrate started to pick up and for adrenaline to surge around her body, Dalia saw the woman’s vision start to slow, and for her senses to sharpen.

      This is incredible. Even the Ilythian had to be impressed. Whatever the Gene Seers had programmed into her, the human assassin could utilize the exact neurotransmitters, hormones, and other assorted body chemicals to ensure that she worked at peak capability when she needed to.

      This intimate sharing of Black Rose’s existence gave the Ilythian many other revelations, too: that she could shut off pain completely, that she could regulate her own heartbeat and healing rate, and that her body manufactured its own stem cells and sent them to injured areas!

      She is no natural human, but a clone! Dalia immediately realized. A biological weapon. Perhaps the perfect warrior…

      And then the image changed again, and Dalia heard an older Commander-General Cread’s voice once more.

      “Not for you, I’m afraid, Rose.”

      The assassin was standing at a viewport, looking down from a great height to where a gangplank was disgorging a steady river of humans in fatigues and under-mesh suits to the surface of some nighttime colony world. In the distance, the assassin’s eyes could make out the glittering lights of some throne city.

      Black Rose, now a teenager, said nothing in the memory. She was the perfect pupil, after all. But Dalia could feel the girl’s moment of frustration. Why did it have to be this way?

      Because she was special.

      Because there was no one else like her.

      Because she wasn’t a real girl at all, was she?

      Dalia knew all of these things as the often-repeated thoughts and conversations that Black Rose had over the years of her young life. The Ilythian saw a flickering slideshow of emotions and images as the woman grew deadlier and deadlier, and trained with weapons both mundane and elaborate. She became humanity’s most perfect killer, and she had already been dispatched to kill, torture, poison, or intimidate any number threats to the Golden Throne’s interests.

      Everyone from pirates to foreign diplomats, to human traders who wouldn’t pay their taxes, or even human nobles who had somehow insulted the Eternal Empress in some way, Dalia saw in horror.

      But behind it all was a girl. A frightened girl.

      Dalia could feel that thread of the lost, hurting girl in the iso-tube right through Black Rose’s soul. Dalia knew that the she too knew this was the case. Black Rose had been sent especially to ‘clean up’ the mess that was the escaped convict Lt. Anders Corsigon, and that had meant that she had been there to investigate the wreckage of the human clones’ iso-tubes on Benevolent.

      She feels a familiarity to them, Dalia realized. She feels empathy for them.

      But as Dalia tried to push deeper into the emotions of the human, trying to see the threads that she would be able to pull on when back inside her body, she was in for a surprise.

      There was another current that ran right through the middle of the human girl. An unconscious coloring that had no name, and yet exerted a constant, psychic influence.

      And, if Dalia knew anything about anything, she would swear that what she was sensing was that the perfected clone assassin hadn’t just been made from a slew of human gene-codes but from Ilythian as well.

      That feels like an Ilythian mind. That feels like an Ilythian! Dalia gasped in shock.
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      “Get off me!” Black Rose gasped, pushing back angrily against the Ilythian woman who held her wrist. In her shock, Dalia was only too happy to agree, stumbling backwards and then to the floor as the waves of psychic pain, transmitted through the Anders’s mind, continued.

      “We’re not so different—” Dalia started to say to Black Rose, but the woman had slid down the opposing metal wall to sit, knees in front of her, glaring in pain and anger at everything around her.

      “I’m nothing like you!” Black Rose spat. Dalia saw then just how young the human woman was. Perhaps only in her middle to late twenties.

      Far too young to have killed a hundred and forty-four people, the Ilythian thought.

      “I am nothing like ANYONE!” Black Rose shouted, and it seemed that all of her carefully-composed restraint had finally broken down. She was once again a young human woman, scared and alone and confused as to what she was, or even why she was.

      “You can feel it too though, you saw it, didn’t you?” Dalia pressed. Her ears were still ringing with the Code-X craft’s warning klaxons, and if anything, the ship appeared to be in a worse state than it had been before, as it was now shaking.

      Not much longer, and we could break apart at warp. The thought lent desperate urgency to the alien’s voice.

      “You know what a part of you is,” Dalia said. “You’re like me—Ilythian!”

      “Pfagh!” the Black Rose growled, animal-like. “A micro-percent maybe. A few strands of genetic coding. That doesn’t make me anything like you…” Dalia saw the woman’s eyes suddenly blink, and her face fell. “That makes me unlike anyone or anything that has ever existed. That makes me a freak.”

      “No,” Dalia tried to say. “No, not at all—”

      Dalia didn’t know if it was the imminent threat of being scattered over the physical universe or whether it was seeing the terrified girl behind the fearsome assassin, but something made her reach out to the human girl with her gloved hand. Dalia held her hand open for Black Rose to see that she meant no harm, and that she was there to help.

      “The Ilythians have a concept,” Dalia said. “We call it the Sul’imar…”

      Black Rose said nothing, but her tear-filled eyes remained fixed on the Ilythian’s open and offering hand.

      “We believe that there is no such thing as an individual soul, but instead there is a…” Dalia struggled for the right words in human speech. There were none. “A tapestry of forces that creates each individual. When an Ilythian dies, we return to the Sul’imar, as does every living thing, and although we do not know how long we stay there, or what happens, we Ilythians believe that the Sul’imar is given back to us.”

      “You’re talking about reincarnation?” Black Rose sounded scornful.

      “Yes. No.” Dalia gritted her teeth. Why do humans have such a limited concept of time and reality? “Just as our bodies are made up of star-stuff, and plant-stuff, and minerals and every other molecule, so is our soul. But Ilythians, given our PK abilities, choose to give our soul-stuff back to Ilythia. We become reborn in many people, or perhaps only one.”

      Black Rose squinted her eyes even deeper. “You think I’m a reincarnated Ilythian!?”

      Yes. No. Dalia growled silently in frustration. “What the Sul’imar means is that all Ilythians are one. We are all one family. We are involved with each other, and with the fate of all Ilythia, throughout history and to the end of history. If you have but one drop of Ilythian blood—or DNA—then you are my sister,” Dalia said, holding her hand in the air.

      And you were once a hurt and frightened little girl, with no one around you, Dalia added inwardly. Whatever you may believe, you need not be alone anymore.

      The klaxons and alarms raged around the two women, looking at each other with their sharp eyes. For a moment, Dalia was certain that Black Rose was going to refuse her offer of friendship…until the young assassin reached out with her own unsteady hand and grasped the Ilythian’s.

      “Good.” Dalia grinned savagely. “Now let’s stop this boat from disintegrating and killing us all, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      “Algorithmic stabilizers?” Dalia said tersely as she sat at the adjacent command chair in the Code-X craft’s cockpit. Next to her in the pilot and command chair sat Black Rose, and ahead of them, the fractal-cockpit window of the deep-reconnaissance craft was flaring with white, blue, and indigo.

      The Code-X craft shook as Dalia tried to work out how to operate this human vessel. The waves of PK energy that had flooded from Anders’s mind—through Anders’s mind, Dalia corrected—had infected everything.

      PK operates on a sub-quanta level, Dalia knew, although her Ilythian people didn’t usually think of it in such human terms as particles and quanta. But the Ilythian agent was working hard to try and translate what she knew of PK energy into human terms.

      If PK has a non-localized, sub-particle effect, then it creates cascade-reactions in the physical world, she reasoned. And the thing with jumping and warp travel were that they were essentially sub-quanta fields around a larger, complex physical object—in their case, the tooth-like shape of the Code-X craft.

      The field engines create a gravity field that destabilizes space around us, and the waves of PK are working to disrupt that field.

      As well as every electrical and field system on board this Yvee’l craft! Dalia swore. She wasn’t the sort of Ilythian who swore often, but sometimes, the situation deserved it.

      As if to prove her point, the lights flickered across the command and control boards, and for a terrifying moment, it seemed as though all of the controls had been lost. There was a violent judder throughout the ship, and the screech of metal.

      Another thing about fields, Dalia growled to herself. They were all that separated their ship from the chaotic energies of the between-dimensions that they traveled through. They created a paradox, in effect, and all of reality was constantly seeking to tear them apart.

      “Field equalizers,” Black Rose answered Dalia’s question. It was the throne equivalent of the stabilizers that Dalia had been talking about. The human clone flickered a hand over the controls and had to gesture her hand several times through the air to get the holos to initiate correctly.

      As soon as they did, however, a patch of the sleek black-glass board in front of Dalia lit up with what appeared to be a slowly cascading picture of green and purple lights.

      “These are the fields?” Dalia thought in horror. It looked like a sped-up image of rust, slowly taking something over. She heard a grunt of agreement from Black Rose beside her as the assassin struggled with the more physical dangers of their situation. She was trying her best to keep the Code-X craft stable, and to mitigate the damage that had already been done throughout the vessel’s structure.

      “Okay…” The Ilythian’s hand flashed across the control boards. She had a broad training—enough to kill someone with her bare hands, but also enough to pilot a spacecraft.

      Dalia saw the cascade of the code that was fragmenting, all the time. “We need to replace the field-code…” she murmured, and her hands blurred once again over the consoles.

      “We’ve got another problem…” Black Rose hissed through clenched teeth. “The field generators are running at maximum. They’re burning themselves out!”

      Dalia understood immediately. “Then we need to jump this ship out of warp right away.”

      “The navigation system is down. I have no idea where the nearest throne installation is!” Black Rose said, earning a grimace from the Ilythian beside her.

      I can’t let her take us to any throne base, the Ilythian thought, and then she thought about the ebbing pulse of horror and evil that was coming from behind her. She could have sworn that she felt it almost like a physical wave to the back of the head.

      The waves of black emotions, combining with the PK disruption, had subsided an awful lot, but they were still bad. Dalia thought that Anders’s distress had somehow triggered the young PK Jake, as well.

      Thank the stars they’re both heavily sedated, Dalia had to agree. But for how long? The Code-X craft juddered, and the warning screens continued to blare all around the two women.

      
        
        ALERT: Critical System Malfunction. Multiple Issues.

        Chance of Complete System Failure: 46%

      

      

      “That’s too damn high,” Black Rose snarled at her own vessel. Dalia could only agree. Once that percentage reached 51%, then it was going to be more likely that the field generators, and the life-support systems, and the navigation arrays, and everything else that was keeping them alive inside this metal box hurtling at warp would suddenly stop working.

      And I cannot allow that to happen… Dalia thought, but even more so, she couldn’t allow Black Rose to take Patch’s transmitter to the Golden Throne.

      For a brief, morbid second, Dalia wondered if she was prepared to let everyone die rather than let the Eternal Empress get her hands on the second transmitter.

      No. The strange, elf-like Ilythians might not believe that death was the end, but that did not mean they didn’t hold life as sacred. And besides, what would our deaths achieve, other than allow the Eternal Empress to continue with her insane apocalypse?

      “I know somewhere we can go,” Dalia said, her hands blurring on the console as the terrible percentage on the alert notification above moved from 46% to 47%...

      “How? We have no way of contacting the deep-field satellites!” Black Rose snapped. “Without their network, if you jump us out of warp, we could materialize inside a planet, or a star, or anywhere!”

      Dalia knew precisely what Black Rose was talking about. The throne operated a vast network of deep-field satellites—glorified data-nodes that flew in space, and whose constant sub-quantum signaling provided the navigation and directional framework for every jump and all space travel in throne space.

      But the humans aren’t the only ones who have warp travel, are they? Dalia knew.

      “It’s called an Ilythian beacon. I know the coordinates for one…” Dalia said, her hands moving even faster.

      48%...

      “Absolutely not! I cannot allow this craft or myself to become hostages—” Black Rose burst out and was swinging around in her command chair to be able to reach Dalia.

      But it was already too late. Dalia had punched in the set of memorized coordinates and initiated them.
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      The two women sat opposite one other, Black Rose glaring at the Ilythian agent.

      “You took us to an Ilythian colony world? In the middle of a war?” she said, and Dalia could see the hurt that the young woman was trying to hide underneath her years of training.

      The layers of hurt. Dalia studied the human clone with alien eyes. Black Rose might not understand it, she might have been presented with every opportunity and luxury as Commander-General Cread trained her to be the deadliest fighter in the civilized galaxy, but Dalia knew that underneath it all, the young woman felt betrayed.

      Betrayed by everyone. Betrayed by the one man who had been as close to a father and mentor as she might get. Betrayed by her own biology to not be one thing, ever, but to be a chimera.

      And now, she feels betrayed by me as well… Dalia thought.

      “Sul’imar,” Black Rose said bitterly. But with perfect intonation, Dalia thought. “You lied to me. Told me we were one—” The assassin’s mouth twisted into an ugly sneer. “—family.”

      “We are,” Dalia said quickly. “And that is why I brought you here. Why I have saved all of our lives.”

      The Code-X craft was still juddering into a panicked existence in the starry expanse of space, and the alarms were still ricocheting around the internal bulkheads of the cabin.

      Black Rose was clearly intelligent enough to see that Dalia spoke the truth. If the Ilythian hadn’t brought them out of warp, then they would probably be scattered across the galaxy by now.

      But, amidst the warnings and distress calls of the Code-X craft, there was also one fainter noise: a friendlier chime as the ship’s remaining sensors identified a familiar planet.

      “What did you do?” Black Rose whispered menacingly, casting a glance at the screens to see the friendly green vector triangle over the recognizable planet.

      Dalia heard her intake of breath as she knew the throne assassin would be surprised at what she found. It was no Ilythian colony world that Dalia had brought them to.

      The signature that Black Rose saw was of a human colony world. In fact, it was a human garden world named Terevesin.

      “We always suspected that the garden worlds were conspiring with Ilythia.” Black Rose frowned. She has clearly inherited all of her prejudices from Commander-General Cread, Dalia thought. That was going to be a problem.

      “Terevesin has always been a friend to us Ilythians, so much so that they allowed us to install one of our navigation beacons there,” Dalia said. Which was all true. “And Terevesin will be able to help—” Dalia threw a look to the three sedated men in the back of the Code-X craft. “—with our patients.”

      Black Rose said nothing, and Dalia knew that the woman must be assessing the merits and pitfalls of Dalia’s actions. Terevesin was a Golden Throne colony world, so doubtless there would be a way to contact the Throne Marines. And then she could continue with her mission.

      Unless I can convince her that her mission is flawed, Dalia thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Code-X craft was reduced to relying on actual thrusters to get to the green and blue orb of Terevesin, as its field generators were almost fried. Dalia knew that the assassin would already be making plans to ensure the success of her mission as the Ilythian left the command cockpit to check on Anders, Patch, and Jake.

      Ach! Even drawing closer to Anders brought with it a renewed sense of dread and nausea in her gut. Even though the psychic waves of pain weren’t anywhere near as strong as they had been when Dalia had made actual physical contact with the man, they were still there, and still affecting the nearby ship’s systems. The holo-medical unit above his bed glitched and faded before coming back online, only to do the same thing just a few seconds later.

      I need to understand what is happening to him. Why it happened, Dalia thought. She could tell that there was something happening here that was much stranger and more important than just the Throne-Ilythian War. It was something to do with the Archon device and PK energy.

      And the Golden Throne hasn’t got anyone who knows half as much about PK as us Ilythians do, Dalia thought. Now, all she had to do was make Black Rose see that…

      “Terevesin Port Authority, this is a Priority One Message. My craft requires immediate assistance,” Black Rose said over the ship’s communicator.

      Through the cockpit windows above, the orb of Terevesin was gradually growing larger. Even from this distant height, it looked like a welcoming gem of life, with swirls of white clouds over deep blue seas.

      “Unknown craft, this is Terevesin Port Authority. Your vessel has no identifiers and no registration in our database. Given that all throne space is currently on red alert, Terevesin has closed its near-space and we will be refusing you permission to land. If you attempt to draw any closer, I will be forced to take defensive action,” the human voice on the other end of the communicator reported back.

      “Pfft.” Black Rose almost laughed. “Terevesin, stop kidding yourselves. We both know that your planet doesn’t have any defensive capabilities, and as for any security satellites that you do have, in their current state, I could easily out-fly them. This was a courtesy call. Prepare your docks and workshops for emergency repair work.”

      “Unknown craft! I must insist!” the voice started to sound panicked. Which well they might, Dalia thought. Although the garden worlds were throne colony worlds, they were also worlds that had eschewed the use of violence and instead devoted their energies to the production and development of agricultural and plant-based sciences.

      “Seriously, Terevesin. I haven’t got the time for this. You can verify my voice as an alpha-bronze security access. Need I say more?” Black Rose said, and Dalia caught a glimpse into the terrible life that this woman had so expertly led. She existed at the top echelons of throne society, and she was used to travelling anywhere, and everywhere, with impunity.

      But even an alpha-bronze level operative had bad days, and as Rose argued with the Terevesin Port Authorities, Dalia made her move. The Ilythian agent had nominally been a hostage of Black Rose, before the PK accident that Dalia had caused.

      And being a hostage meant that Dalia had all of her own weapons confiscated. She had hoped to not allow the situation to come to this. She had hoped that she would be able to win the Black Rose over to their side.

      But sometimes, humans seem to need a little bit of persuading…

      Black Rose had taken her eyes off of the Ilythian as she had talked on the communicator. She had seen Dalia move back to the medical bays in the main body of the craft and had assumed that the Ilythian would be a docile captive.

      Which was definitely not the case. Dalia ghosted back towards the cockpit and the unsuspecting assassin.

      “Unknown craft, please hold on while I verify your voice ident—” the male voice of the Terevesin Port Authority came back as Dalia ghosted closer.

      “Well, don’t be long,” Black Rose was saying, right as Dalia snatched the assassin’s laser pistol from her belt and calmly hit the power button as she pressed it into Black Rose’s side.

      “Hss!” she growled but sat statue-still in her seat. “I knew it,” the human assassin said, her voice thick with hurt.

      “I’m sorry that it came to this, Rose. I really didn’t want it to…” Dalia said honestly. “I thought that you would listen to me after I told you about Sul-imar, after I saw inside your mind—”

      “Ilythian tricks!” Black Rose’s voice wavered, cracking with taut emotion.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Dalia said sadly, but there was no way she was going to take her pistol from Black Rose’s back, either. There is just too much at stake, she told herself. Not just the Ilythian-Throne War, but also the safety and sanity of her friends. “I meant what I said earlier, Rose. You are my sister, and I am saving you from yourself.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to be saved!” the assassin snapped.

      “Everyone does,” Dalia said seriously. “Human and Ilythian.”

      The clone-girl made another scornful growl at this piece of Ilythian wisdom, but she said nothing as the Code-X craft’s communicator crackled back into life. This time, the man’s voice from the Terevesin Port Authority sounded hesitant and anxious.

      Probably because he’s just checked Black Rose’s voice identifier and realized that she was telling the truth, Dalia thought. She does have a high level of alpha-bronze clearance.

      “Unknown craft, please approach the coordinates I am sending to you, where you will receive our best engineers, medics, and mechanics.”

      “Change of plans, Terevesin,” Dalia said out loud. “I want you to give us a direct route to the Council of Terevesin. Please send a message that they have special guests coming to visit,” Dalia said, knowing that the phrase would mean a whole lot more to a few key members of Terevesin society than this port authority clerk.

      You see, while Black Rose might have been one of the best fighters in the known galaxy, she had met her match in the best Ilythian spy-agent.
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      The Code-X craft wobbled and shook its way through the garden world’s upper atmosphere. The fact that it made its way to the surface of without breaking up was nothing short of a miracle.

      Dalia couldn’t tell if there were any more alarms and warnings from the ship’s haphazard computers, but the ones that were already there certainly seemed to get louder as the ship trembled and swerved. The view screens of the cockpit and the bulkhead portholes hazed a burning white, and then green and yellow, before finally the plasma burned off in an angry crimson

      Both women inside the craft suddenly saw the surface of the garden world and were captivated for a moment.

      Terevesin was naturally a habitable, carbon-rich planet, with the added benefit of running a ‘hot’ core that heated underground aquifers, geysers, and streams. Adding to this already humid and nutrient-rich landscape came the Golden Throne’s terraforming-drones, intelligent missiles that had unloaded billions of tons of mycorrhizal fungi and bacteria. Within just a couple of generations, Terevesin was teeming with planet life, everything from fungal shelves to trees, moss, corals, and a thousand more species in between.

      The colony humans of Terevesin had over the centuries also developed their own approach to their duties here. Some of the garden worlds gave themselves over to vast, continent-prairies for harvestable bovines and ungulates. Others dedicated their land, sea, and air farms to the production of grains.

      Terevesin, however, had from the start established their name as specialists in plant science. They studied and cross-bred, mixed and matched plant genomes to create ever more niche, adaptable organisms. Rumor had reached the Ilythians that the Terevesins could almost mimic every product of the Gene Seers with editable DNA sequencing—apart from re-growing limbs, perhaps.

      So, as their craft threatened to disintegrate, both Dalia and Black Rose found themselves looking at a land of green-topped plateaus over dark jungles and snaking rivers. Waterfalls played out from weirs at the edge of the plateaus, creating unique humid environments of sky, water, and rock. Dalia could see small white domes glinting on the ground between each table-like plateau, surrounded by odd-shaped meadow-farms. The tops of the plateaus appeared to be where the Terevesin humans had placed most of their townships, with white and steel towers glistening in the sun, and more buildings and narrow streets clustered at their base.

      Terevesin didn’t look like a Golden Throne colony, in many respects. It almost reminded Dalia of home.

      “Unknown craft, you are cleared for landing,” the voice of the port authority spokesperson said. They transmitted the locking coordinates to their vessel, which auto-guided itself not toward the towers but instead to a large white dome, surrounded by what appeared to be landing pads, walkways, and gardens. The Code-X craft fired stabilizer rockets—only half of which were actually working—as it lowered itself out of the sky to the teardrop-shaped landing pad, where there was already a delegation of people rushing toward it. Dalia and Black Rose felt their ship land with a heavy thud, and then hiss with steam.

      “And so, just what is your plan now then?” Black Rose growled at Dalia. “Kill me? Take me as your prisoner?”

      To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about what happens next… Dalia had to admit to herself as she spared a glance at the mumbling, moaning forms of her three friends behind her. I need to get them help, and Terevesin is the only place in all of Golden Throne territory that I can trust. I hope.

      “As much as you might not believe this, I have zero interest in keeping you captive,” Dalia said. Which was true.

      “It’s hard to believe that when you have a gun pressed into my ribs,” Black Rose said.

      If I could be certain that you weren’t going to try and kill me as soon as I took this gun away… Dalia hissed, cat-like, to herself. “Up,” she said, moving the assassin carefully back into the main bay area of the craft, where she hit the door release button on the Code-X craft’s airlock.

      “I’ll kill you for this. You know that, don’t you?” Black Rose said as the door hissed open with bursts of steam, revealing a bright sunny day outside and the approaching group of Terevesins.

      “You probably will…” Dalia murmured, looking over Black Rose’s shoulder

      The woman in the lead of the delegation wore strange robes that appeared to move and flutter of their own volition. She had blonde hair, freckles, and looked to be in her middling years. She also had a very serious frown on her face and a heavy laser pistol in both hands, which she leveled at the two women.

      “Black Rose? You are charged with the murder of Mahria U’Losani, the Envoy of Terevesin, and my sister,” the freckled woman snarled.

      Dalia froze in shock. She hadn’t expected this. “What did you do?” the Ilythian hissed at the woman, only to feel an answering shrug from the young clone in front of her.

      “My job,” she said calmly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Arrivals

          

        

      

    

    
      “My sister, Mahria, was asked to attend the opening ceremony for the Challenge on Hectamon 7,” the blonde woman confided as she led the taller Ilythian at a quick march through the bright, clean corridors.

      Ahead of them floated the medical beds containing Anders, Patch, and Jake. Dalia could still feel the waves of PK torment ebbing out from Anders. Occasionally, she would see the man groan and mutter in his feverish half-sleep.

      “Are you certain?” Dalia asked, her mind racing as she tried to adjust to this new complication. Would it be such a bad thing for Black Rose to be imprisoned? she thought. She was a murderer, after all. Maybe it would even be the safest place for her in the war to come.

      Behind the two women, the gaggle of Terevesin guards surrounded and marched the assassin forward with four guns trained on her at all times. The group had entered the council building, where their leader—the blonde woman—appeared to already have been expecting them.

      “Yes. I am certain,” the blonde woman sighed. She lowered her voice. “We were contacted by the Oracle.”

      “I see.” Dalia nodded. The Oracle was the one who had started all of this, although neither Dalia nor Anders had any idea who she or it was. All they knew was that she was a powerful PK, presumably in the service of the Eternal Empress, who had been leaking information relating to the farmed-PK clones and the Archon device.

      It was the Oracle who tried to free the clones, and to get them to contact Anders and the Terevesin envoy to tell them what the empress is up to, Dalia thought. Before Black Rose killed them.

      “And it was the Oracle who informed me that I should be expecting friends…” The woman cast a dark look over her shoulder at Black Rose. Dalia’s eyes followed, to see her walking with her chin high and without a hint of remorse in her features.

      “It seems that even the Oracle can be wrong sometimes…” the woman murmured as she indicated a door to their right, hissing open to reveal a large medical bay where automated drones buzzed from humming and flashing wall units to tend to the three injured.

      “Don’t be so hasty to judge her. She might surprise us yet…” Dalia murmured as they came to a stop, her eyes still on Black Rose.

      “Judge her is exactly what I will be doing!” the sister of the murdered envoy said. “That woman murdered my sister!”

      She took a deep breath, and Dalia saw that the shimmering and fluttering robes that she wore were actually made of the trademark plant technologies of Terevesin—a type of living, mossy gauze that appeared to ripple in reaction to light and noise.

      “My name is Elaine U’Losani,” the woman said. “And I am standing in as the Terevesin envoy until we can hold an election. But, given the war…” Elaine looked darkly at Dalia, and the Ilythian knew what she was thinking. There was a war between their peoples, and even though the Terevesins had always been allies to Ilythia, Dalia knew that as soon as word got out that they were harboring one, all hell would break loose.

      “I know that you risk much by having me here.” Dalia murmured.

      “You’re damn right I do!” Elaine said hotly. The medical drones settled over the bodies of the wounded humans, like feasting insects. Dalia saw small beams of field energy lancing down from the medical drones’ bellies, coupled with injections and tiny steel arms as the patients’ clothes were cut away and the damage repaired.

      “We haven’t got a lot of time,” Elaine said seriously. “I have no way of knowing if there are throne spies on Terevesin—or should I say how many there are.” Another dark look at Black Rose, waiting patiently behind them. “When word gets out, the Eternal Empress will brand us as traitors to the throne, and, well…”

      Dalia nodded. She knew what that would mean for the garden world. Occupation at the very least.

      “But we can get you out,” Elaine said heavily. “Your beacon is still operational, and we have a small cloaked craft that should be able to make it across the front lines.”

      “Thank you,” Dalia said, “I have no way of repaying you—”

      “The Oracle said that it had something to do with stopping the war,” Elaine said heavily. “That would be payment enough—”

      “Urrgh?” There was a sound of surprise from the medical units as the advanced systems revived the injured party. The first to get up from their bed was Patch, as he only had physical injuries.

      “What the— Where—” he murmured, blinking as he looked around the bright medical room and the tatters of his mesh suit with the puckered red lines of freshly-healed flesh underneath. “Dalia?” He looked across to see her.

      “Patch!” The Ilythian was surprised at the warmth of her feelings toward the young Voider. He had taken those laser shots to save her.

      “We’re at Terevesin,” Dalia explained quickly. “I’ll tell you later, but we have your transmitter, and we have a way to get across the border. My people will keep us safe until you can get it to work—”

      “Too late,” murmured the second waking form—Jake. He was groggy as he swung his legs around but appeared insistent. For a moment, Dalia feared another PK outburst from the untrained psychic, but he seemed to be keeping his powers in check.

      “What is he talking about?” Elaine said quickly beside Dalia.

      Despite the medical intervention, Jake looked harrowed and haggard. He was still so young, and yet his eyes were deeply shadowed and appeared as though they had looked into hell.

      “Can’t you feel it?” Jake said, looking up.

      And then Dalia heard it too, a deep, low vibrational hum in the air. In any other circumstance, she might have thought it was the medical machines whirring and busying themselves… But it isn’t, is it? Dalia looked quickly at Elaine. Even the thick, crystal-glass windows appeared to be juddering now.

      Something is coming, Dalia thought. Something outside…

      …a moment before Dalia heard a grunt and a thud from behind them, and then Black Rose’s voice.

      “Nobody move, and I’m sure we’ll get all this cleared up right away.”
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        * * *

      

      Elaine was the first to give a snarl of rage as she spun around, but Dalia was quicker. The Ilythian threw an arm across the Terevesin’s chest, knocking down the heavy blaster she held as she stepped forward

      Somehow, Black Rose had managed to incapacitate the four guards who had been set to guard her and now held a heavy blaster of her own, pointed at Dalia.

      Dalia looked at the guards on the floor, and back at Black Rose as the humming and thrumming in the air only grew louder.

      “What did you do!?” Dalia said, aware that she was echoing the precise outrage that Black Rose herself had said to her just a little while ago.

      Calmly, Black Rose lifted one hand from the gun to wave her palm in the air. It looked like any normal human hand. “I have a tracking node implanted in my wrist. It’s field-linked to the commander-general’s personal servers.” The sound only grew louder above them, and now Dalia was sure that she could hear the whirr of propulsion engines as something very large, and very menacing, broke through Terevesin’s thin envelope of atmosphere.

      “And I guess that will be him now,” Black Rose said happily. “And you don’t have to worry.” She casually kicked one of the Terevesin guards on the floor. “I didn’t kill any of them. Just a few broken bones. A ruptured lung in one, I think.”

      “You’re so kind,” Dalia sneered. She felt at the same time appalled and impressed. “But why? After what I told you?” Dalia said. After what I had seen inside of you, she thought. The clone-woman’s rage and ever-burning sense of betrayal.

      “You told me lies, Ilythian,” Black Rose snarled, losing her mask of control for a moment. Dalia could see the sea of confusion and hurt that the young woman was constantly battling.

      Imagine living like that. Knowing that you are a creation. A tool. Having nothing to call your own apart from the deadly purpose that you were designed to do.

      “They weren’t lies, Rose,” Dalia tried to say. “What I said about our connection, the Ilythian DNA, Sul’imar—it’s true.”

      “Lies!” The assassin took another step towards them, her anger only getting stronger. “You held a gun to my back! What sort of sister does that?”

      “One who cares what you become,” Dalia said severely. “You don’t have to do this. You felt the awful power that is coming from that transmitter. Some part of you must know that it is evil—that we cannot let the Eternal Empress get her hands on it!”

      “We don’t have to do anything!” Rose snapped. “And what I know is that I have a job to do. Which was to recover that transmitter and bring the criminal Anders and a dangerous Ilythian saboteur to throne justice!”

      She is clutching at the only sense of self that she’s been given, Dalia thought. I have to try and break that—

      “Urhk…” There was a groan and a cough behind Dalia and Elaine as Anders rose to something like consciousness. The medical machines had done what they could for his battered and broken body, but it was the dark energies that had invaded his mind that were far more damaging.

      “Cassie? Sibbi?” the man muttered, flopping to one side of the medical bed as suddenly the wave of dark feelings flooded out of him once again.

      PAIN! TORMENT! AGONY! Dalia was buffeted by the blind force of PK energy. But Anders wasn’t a PK. This energy was acting through him.

      “Stop it!” Dalia heard Jake scream, and even Black Rose whimpered.

      “Rargh!” Elaine took her chance, even though she was suffering like everyone else from the horrible, twisted emotions pouring out of Anders. Dalia, being naturally PK, was too susceptible to them. She couldn’t react fast enough to stop what the grieving sister was doing.

      “No!” Dalia managed to gasp, just as Elaine barged past her and fired her heavy laser pistol almost point-blank into Black Rose’s chest.

      “Ach!” The human assassin shot back across the medical bay, hitting the wall opposite and causing the units to spark with discharging energy.

      How could you!? Dalia looked in horror at the blonde Terevesin, feeling sadness well up inside of her. “I could have saved her…” Dalia whispered.

      “No, you couldn’t. She was a murderer,” Elaine burst out savagely. “And we have no time for this now anyway.” The Terevesin ran to the windows, looking up before flinching visibly and stepping back. “It’s a stars-damned dreadnaught!” she said breathlessly, stepping back from the window to brace herself against the wall. “You have to get off the planet now. Get to the beacon!”

      “Dalia?” Anders groaned, holding one hand over his own head as if afraid that it might burst. From the waves of agonizing pain pouring out of the man, Dalia wondered if it might.

      “It’s okay, Anders. We’re getting out of here,” Dalia said quickly, turning from the body of the clone-assassin to start helping Patch, Jake, and Anders to their feet. She turned to Anders and crouched in front of him, trying to look him in the eyes, since she dared not touch him.

      “Breathe, Anders. Remember what I told you. Find your center…”

      “The transmitter.” Patch, the most able-bodied of all of them, was already moving across the bay. “Where is it? Did you get it from the Night Raiders?”

      “It’s still in the ship!” Dalia cursed herself for her stupidity. Why hadn’t I picked it up? She scolded herself…before she remembered seeing what just holding it had done to Anders. “We need to keep a containment field around it, at all times,” she said.

      Patch nodded. “Gotcha.” He was already reaching down to grab an injured guard’s blasters and heading for the corridor.

      The ceiling shook, and a plume of dust, smoke, and heat burst along the corridor.

      “They’re attacking us!” Elaine was shouting, hitting her own node in her robe’s collar. “Port Authority? This is Envoy U’Losani. What’s happening? Send out immediate emergency broadcast. Tell everyone to get underground!” She was shouting, but from Dalia could hear, it appeared too little, too late.

      “The corridor’s blocked!” Patch cried, peering past the drifts of smoke and ochre dust back the way they had come.

      “Elaine, is there any way back to the landing pad?” Dalia said as the ground shook and there was another rumble of murderous thunder. “We need that transmitter!”

      But Elaine was backing away in horror from the crystal-glass windows, as Dalia saw smaller shadows spear downwards, breaking the light. “Unless you want to fight an entire company of Throne Marines, I suggest you get to the elevator at the end of the corridors.” The envoy looked at the weapon in her hands, grimaced, and Dalia saw her visibly steel herself for the firefight that she had no hope of winning. The Terevesins used to be a peaceful colony. They had no natural soldiers or fighters.

      “But—” Dalia said again in consternation. Is that really it? Had it all been for naught?

      The walls shook once again, and this time, a crack appeared up the outer wall, bursting medical units into showers of sparks.

      “Go!” the envoy shouted.

      “She’s right,” Patch said, running back to tug at the Ilythian’s shoulder. “We can’t defeat the empress if we’re dead. I don’t know what we’ll do, but if I made a jammer once, I can make one again, right?” he was pleading with her, and reluctantly, Dalia had to agree.

      “Anders?” she whispered, reaching toward him before stopping herself. The waves of dark fear and agony were still there, but they were tighter now, centered around just this one man.

      “I got this.” He breathed heavily through his nose and wobbled to his feet. “Patch is right. We regroup. We…” He winced as some psychic pain shot through him. Whatever power they channeled through the transmitter is still infecting him, Dalia could see. If it was a PK blast this powerful, then she was amazed that he wasn’t a jabbering wreck by now.

      “Breathe, center…” she reminded him.

      “Come on!” Patch shouted. He and Jake were already at the corridor, which was now shaking with weapons blasts.

      Dalia spared a final look at Elaine U’Losani, readying herself by the window and preparing to fire. “Thank you. For everything,” she said, before she turned and, staying close to Anders, followed her two companions out into the corridor and beyond.
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      Anders tried to concentrate, but every time he closed his eyes, it was like there was a roaring black river rushing through his head. Like the worst hangover you’ve ever had, he told himself.

      Although, in fact, it was much worse than even that.

      He stumbled, pushing himself off from the clean, bright walls of this place that he didn’t even know how he’d gotten to. The last thing that he remembered for certain was reaching up to grab hold of the transmitter, and then—

      Nothing.

      No, that wasn’t quite true either. He remembered the falling. He remembered seeing his dead wife, and hearing Dalia, who was repeating the same things to him now as she had then.

      “Just breathe through it, Anders,” she repeated over and over, hovering around him as they stumbled down the corridor. “It’s only pain. It can’t kill you. Find who you are.”

      The ex-officer perhaps wasn’t the best person to remind this to. Who am I, really? Anders thought a little hazily. The only answer that Anders came up with, time and again, was that plain of omnipresent ash. A devastation inside, a destruction of his soul, brought about by the death of his wife and child so long ago.

      “Which floor?” he heard Patch saying, and he was glad that the young Voider was up. The last time he remembered seeing him, well, the Voider had been in a wrecked encounter suit with its front plates mostly a charred, fractured mess.

      Dalia must have saved him, he thought as he rebounded off the wall once more. The river in his head was a surging, roaring torrent.

      It was like the first month after he had lost Cassie and Sibbi—not the first few days, as those had been numb. He had little recollection of them. The pain always comes later, he thought. The same with heartache as with physical ailments, Anders knew there was a strange ‘grace period’ where the shock of the loss or damage prevented you from truly realizing the damage that had been done to you.

      But now, Anders had no such grace period. It felt as though all the pains of his life, all his losses, were now glaringly clear.

      Nowhere to hide. Nowhere to forget this, he thought, until suddenly the ground shook and he was rebounding off the wall again. He might be in the middle of some sort of psychotic breakdown—the tiny spark of rationality inside of him advised—but there was still a very real danger of this building collapsing on him!

      “The beacon is at the bottom, all the way to the ground floor!” he heard Dalia say as she moved past him to where Patch was. It was hard for Anders to concentrate on his vision and his thoughts at the same time. Again, he asked himself, “What is happening to me?”

      There was a shadow that eclipsed his vision, thumping on the wall beside him. Through blurry eyes, he knew it to be Jake.

      “You’re getting lost,” the young PK said.

      Well, ain’t that the truth, Anders thought as the teenager continued talking.

      “I don’t know how, but it’s like you suddenly got what I got,” Jake was saying, and his voice sounded tight with his own inner torment. “Like you suddenly became a PK.”

      I’m not, he thought. He thought that he had spoken the words out loud, only he hadn’t.

      “Dalia helped me find myself,” Jake was saying as the alien they were talking about and the Voider appeared to be having trouble at the door. The rumbling sound was only getting closer now. Is it an orbital bombardment? the officer thought in alarm.

      “But she didn’t teach me everything,” Jake said. “I spent years in that iso-tube. Whole decades of my life stolen from me, and all I had was my mind, and my powers to keep me company.”

      And then Anders felt the youth’s cool hand pressing over his own.

      “Ach!” There was a hiss of pain and the bare hand over Anders’s own suddenly tightened into a painful rictus as the PK youth opened himself to the horrible feelings flowing through Anders.

      No! Don’t! Anders opened his mouth to scream, but whether he did or not, he had no idea. This time, it felt as though he really was lost in a dark river of anger, frustration, and pain.

      And it was all flowing into Jake.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing!” There was an inhuman screech of disbelief that Anders recognized as Dalia’s as he slumped against the wall, panting. His head still ached and rang like a bell, but it was the clear, high sort of ache that happens in the later stages of a fever. More of an echo of the memory of the pain, rather than the pain itself.

      He could see again, and he blinked to look down the corridor. Its far end was filled with twisted metal and rubble, and his friends.

      And he saw Jake, now huddled against the floor beside him, shivering uncontrollably. Dalia stood over them both, and Patch was by the open elevator, his face a picture of nerves.

      Anders understood immediately what had happened. “He took the pain away. Whatever was happening to me…”

      “Dear stars!” Dalia knelt beside the youth. “Jake? Jake, can you hear me?”

      “Don’t touch me!” the youth suddenly shouted, and the force of his words were coupled with a physical blast of power like a gust of wind. Both Dalia and Anders moved back, sharing worried glances.

      “I can hold it together,” Jake said through gritted teeth, and, amazingly, he started to straighten himself up again, although Anders could see that his fists were balled and his shoulders were trembling. “I’m a PK,” he slurred. “He isn’t.”

      “You shouldn’t have—” Anders started to say, before Jake’s words arrived with another blast of power.

      “But I did. Deal with it.” The youth tottered forward, took a deep breath as if fighting his own tidal waves of pain, and nodded toward Patch. “Come on,” he said to the others.

      Just then, a beam of scintillating orange light struck the wall where he had been huddled.

      “Down!” Anders said instinctively, flinging himself forward to push Dalia out of the way. Now, without the burden of the black river surging through his body and mind, he could remember and feel what it was to be himself again. A trained officer. A fighter.

      FZT! There was another blast of laser-light that hit the ceiling, and Anders was rolling, glancing back to see that there was now a hole in the corridor ceiling, further back from their position. There appeared to be people on the roof—or the next floor up, at least—and they were shooting at them. Anders’s hand moved to his belt, only to realize that he was unarmed.

      “Dammit!”

      But Dalia wasn’t. She had a heavy blaster in her hands and was firing a volley back at the roof, buying them a second.

      “Get in the lift!” Anders crabbed backwards, shouting at Patch and Jake. “Dalia, rear-guard!” he shouted, although a part of him was certain that was what the Ilythian had intended to do anyway. He wished he had a weapon.

      Dalia rolled backwards, almost to Anders’s position, but the Throne Marines attacking them were also fast. Anders saw a shadow appear in the ruptured ceiling…

      He seized the back of Dalia’s utility belt and threw them both backward, just as another blast of laser hit the spot where Dalia had been. Neither human nor Ilythian spared a moment before they were breaking apart and rolling once again, just as more shots rained down.

      Dalia fired behind them in a wild burst that had no chance of hitting any of their attackers, but it was enough to secure their exit as they leapt into the large metal lift. Patch was repeatedly punching the button.

      Thump. Anders was panting with the effort, turning to look back through the ever-diminishing gap between the closing metal doors. The Marines were jumping down into the corridor, holding their crouches in defensive positions. In their center landed what appeared to be a handsome, blonde, human man in a black encounter suit, black scaling edged with dimly-glowing lines of field energy.

      Dalia opened fire on them, but the man had some sort of close-proximity field generator. Anders saw the laser blasts erupt into sparks over a blue-purple shell.

      Anders’s last vision of their attackers before the lift doors closed was of this handsome, square-jawed man in the center of his protective field, and he was grinning.
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      “Let them go,” Commander-General Cread said to the black-clad Throne Marines around him. They didn’t wear the more traditional golden battle-armor, but instead their suits were as dark as their commander’s.

      My Scales, the man thought with admiration. They were his experts, his trusted soldiers. Each one had the latest Gene Seer advancements, included delayed ontogenic aging processes, maximum strength and metabolic rates, a decreased pain threshold, and of course hours and hours of psychological training.

      They’re almost machines, Cread thought somewhat proudly. He was a man who was given to pride, even though the Eternal Empress—the message delivered through her representative, the gold-skinned herald—thought that pride was a dangerous sign in her subjects.

      But it was pride that motivated Cread. Pride in what he had achieved, and what he could achieve.

      Which was why the loss of Black Rose was so…unsettling.

      “We believe that they’re making their way to the beacon,” said Sergeant 03—none of his Scales were allowed to have personal names, at least not during a mission—who was consulting the small holo-field thrown up by one of his suit’s crystal-nodes. The nodes were lattices of synth-crystal and silver, a portable transmitter, field-generator, and data-storage unit. They were ubiquitous across Golden Throne space, so much so that every human citizen under the Reach of the Throne had some sort of access to one. But the nodes available to Cread and his Scales were of a higher caliber, and right now, Sergeant 03 was using his to track the movements of the four criminals who had escaped, as well as using a strategic-analysis program to extrapolate their likely next actions.

      “As expected,” Cread said seriously, throwing one last glance at the closed lift doors and shrugging to himself. He had known that the Terevesins—all the garden worlds, really—had a close alliance with the Ilythians.

      But the empress wouldn’t allow me to punish them, Cread reminded himself. Maybe now she would.

      “Commander, sir!” the voice of Scale Marine 08 interrupted Cread’s consideration of the shattered and burn-marked corridor.

      “We have U’Losani,” 08 said. He was standing by the scorched entrance to what appeared to be a medical bay, and there was a sound of whimpering from the other side. “And…” He hesitated to say what Cread already knew. I’ll have to get 08 back to emotional correction, the man thought.

      “You have found Black Rose,” Cread finished the man’s sentence for him. Of course, Cread knew this already. His own network of nodes, interlinked to the visor of his helmet, had informed him of where the woman’s tracker was.

      And the fact that she appears to be dying, Cread sighed to himself.

      “What do I have to do to make these people do their jobs?” he muttered to himself, nodding to 08 and stalking towards the medical bay.

      “Monster…” he was met by the coughing, pained gasp from the huddle of flesh that was Elaine U’Losani, replacement Envoy of Terevesin. The blonde woman was crouched awkwardly, one leg splayed out at a crooked angle, one arm hanging bloodied and lifeless at her side, and with another wound sheeting blood from her head.

      It looks like 08 used his fists on this one, Cread thought. Although he appreciated the punishment delivered, it was a sign that 08’s emotions were running high and near to the surface. Definitely indicative of a need to retrain him.

      “I’m sorry that your appointment seems to have lasted such a short time,” Cread purred casually as he stepped into the shattered medical bay. It looked as though there had been a brief but very violent struggle in here, and a Terevesin woman such as U’Losani had no hope against his Scales.

      “Liar!” Elaine spat, looking up at him through one good eye. The other had swollen so much that it was almost invisible.

      Cread frowned at her, before turning his attention to the form of Black Rose, sprawled against the wall and bleeding out from a point-blank laser blast to her chest.

      At least she secured the transmitter, he thought. Maybe her death wouldn’t be totally without its upsides.

      “You won’t win, you know,” Elaine murmured. “People like you—like the empress—they never do. Tyrants fall.”

      Cread laughed, turning back around. Is that what this woman really believes? After five hundred years of throne rule?

      “The problem with people like you Terevesins,” he said in a charitable manner, “is that you are just so filled with noble ideas and principles. You truly believe that because you read a few fairy stories, and that your parents cuddled you as a child, that all it takes is your conviction, and the whole universe will fold itself to your bidding!” Cread raised his eyebrows in puzzlement. “Honestly, I think you and people like you are mentally ill.”

      “I would rather be mad in this society than sane and accepting it!” Elaine said.

      Cread sighed once more. “I would expect nothing less of you.”

      “Shall we take her in for questioning, sir?” 08 said—a little eagerly, Cread thought.

      The commander-general considered. The Eternal Empress would doubtless want to make a spectacle of this treacherous Terevesin, but that carried the problem of this woman’s testimony reaching the empress herself. She would reveal how Cread’s most important asset—the Black Rose—had been outmatched here. This woman’s testimony would reveal to the empress how close Cread himself had come to failing in his mission.

      Well, that is simply an embarrassment, isn’t it?

      “No need,” Cread said to Scale Marine 08. “Leave her. She won’t be of any further use to us now.”

      “And, sir, the, uh—” 08 looked hesitantly at the form of Black Rose. She looked as pale as death, and the last readings that Cread had taken from her implanted node had indicated that her blood pressure was dropping faster than a meteorite.

      What a waste, Cread thought. But there was nothing that could be done, was there? And more importantly, nothing that Cread had to worry about now. He had secured the transmitter, and a team of Scales were currently transporting it back to his personal dreadnaught, hanging in the skies above this plateau.

      And so nothing will stop the empress’s war, Cread thought. He knew that his position was as high as it could possibly be in throne society—only the architrex and the herald occupied similar positions.

      But now, after my victory here, maybe I will have greater influence over the empress, Cread thought. He could start to shape the Golden Throne according to his wishes, his desires…

      “She stays too.” Cread blinked. It would be better to leave all evidence of his near failure here in the ruins. “Her use to us is finished.”
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      “That’s it,” Anders heard Dalia say as they ran, stumbled, limped, and lurched down the darkened corridor, their boots clanging on the metal grillwork floor.

      The lift had shot down through the center of the Terevesin plateau, passing numerous other levels and removing the sounds of the distant attack on the peaceful garden world far above. The lift’s very last stop had opened out into this: a metal corridor with emergency-orange lights glowing dimly above.

      But there was another glow that matched it—an eerie blue-white light seeming to come from the room ahead.

      “The beacon,” Dalia said, sounding almost reverent to Anders’s ears. The party stumbled into what was a rocky cavern, with grillwork floors and metal buttresses lining the walls.

      And there was a ship in the center of the cavern, raised on twin tracks, ready to be launched toward the large metal doors at the far end.

      And a shining blue-crystal star.

      “It’s like a Voider node,” Patch breathed, seeing the immense size of it. Anders had to agree—it did look a little like the super-large nodes that the Voiders had secretly developed, although the ones he had seen were encased in their own gold filigree cages. This appeared to be a glowing crystal without any electrical or metal connection, hanging inside the field of its own radiance. Anders felt the hairs prick up on the back of his neck as they entered the beacon’s energy field.

      “What powers it? How did you make it?” Patch was already entranced, true to his Voider fascination with technology.

      “We Ilythians have our own sciences,” Dalia murmured, slowing to a walk as she reached up to touch the crystal lightly, affectionately. “We have only made a few of these. They act as lodestars at warp speeds, allowing us to navigate between them. This was a gift to the garden worlds to allow our peoples to stay in contact,” Dalia said, just as a low tremble shivered through the ground.

      It was barely a vibrational murmur, but it set Anders’s teeth on edge. An explosion big enough to affect even down here? “They’re destroying Terevesin!” he murmured in shock.

      “Then let’s waste no time,” Dalia growled, walking to the craft which also appeared to be Ilythian. It was a small craft—much smaller than even the clipper that Anders and Dalia had confiscated, and it looked as though it could only perhaps accommodate ten people at most.

      Anders heard Dalia murmur appreciatively as she stepped up to the strange ship. It looked a little like some sort of sea creature, with a bulbous, smooth prow that rippled into almost organic forms of bone and sinew before flaring out and ending in four, fan-like points. But it was made of some kind of metal, Anders saw, one that shone and gleamed iridescently. As Dalia lightly ran her long, alien fingers along its edge, Anders could swear that he saw the metal flush an appreciative blue and green hue, as if it recognized the Ilythian.

      There was a hiss, and one of the plates of metal or bone slid back, revealing what was a surprisingly spacious main hold with rounded, smooth-form chairs along the sides. There was a cockpit at the very front with two more of these smooth chairs at the control boards, and another two chairs set behind it, more of the metal control boards around them. Anders took these for what must be the assistant crew roles—engines, weapons, and the like.

      Dalia took the helm, and as she sat down, the control panels flared to life with bright orange, green, and red holos appearing in the air. Lines of the strange, curling Ilythian runes moved across them.

      “Well, looks like I’m gonna be absolutely no use here,” Anders thought a little irritably as he sat in the co-pilot chair and looked in confusion at the readouts.

      “Ha,” a chuckle from the Ilythian beside him, her hands already moving through the holos, selecting first one line of commands and then another as more lights flared into life throughout the ship. “Here.” She gestured through one, and instantly, the runes in front of Anders translated in rolling human script.

      
        
        ILYTHIAN SCOUT VESSEL: Co-Pilot Recognized.

        Forward Lasers: Active.

        Outer Shields: Standby.

        Close Shields: Initiating…

      

      

      “Just treat them like any other holo-command,” Dalia said, when suddenly the entire craft trembled and shook once again as the cavern around them rumbled. On the view screens, Anders could see small chunks of rock starting to fall around them, some of them hitting the close shield just a foot or so from the surface of the Ilythian vessel and disintegrating in a ripple of eerie blue light.

      “It’s bad…” Jake murmured from one of the seats behind them as he struggled to lodge home the buckle-strap. “Up there, it’s bad. I can feel their pain.”

      The cavern shook once more, and this time, larger pieces of rock were falling from the ceiling. Ahead of them, the double metal doors were starting to open, as if automatically synced with the awakening Ilythian vessel. Anders urged them faster, seeing the mat of vines and greenery on the other side shredding and tearing as they were pulled apart, revealing the top canopies of a thick jungle, and skies that were already filling with pillars and pyres of thick, black smoke.

      “But why bombard an entire planet!” Anders snarled in fury, wishing that he had a throne ship in his sights. “It doesn’t make sense. Terevesin is an asset to the empire!”

      “Not when your empire is built on ashes,” Dalia murmured. She brought her hand down on the side of her chair as a holo-control flared into life—a virtual flight-stick, which Dalia seized and thrust forward.

      Behind them, the four points at the end of the ship glowed an ever-deepening orange, and then a ruddy hue, before the air shimmered around them and the scout shot forward, out of the cavern, through the last stubborn stands of vines and out into the Terevesin skies.

      “Where are we going?” Patch called out.

      “This craft will auto-jump as soon as it’s safe,” Dalia said breathlessly as they hurtled forward at a break-neck speed. “It’s going to a place called Dolrin….”

      But Anders was barely listening. He was far too preoccupied with what he could see outside of the view screens. The scout vessel was flying low over the jungle canopy that sat between the tall plateaus. Suddenly, the jungles ahead of them would break to reveal small farm-domes and pleasant green meadows.

      But there were vast plumes of black smoke rising in the sky. So large, in fact, that Anders almost thought it had to be a crash-landed ship.

      “Dear stars!” Dalia suddenly breathed as they soared over a large, roughly circular area of the jungle, still smoking, that held inside it nothing but black and gray churned land.

      “The size of that thing!” Anders coughed, just before there was a rattling chime of alarm from the holos around him.

      “Atmospheric Entry Detected,” the Ilythian warning holo dictated. There, in the middle the cockpit, was a simulated attack vector showing a sliver of something spearing toward the planet’s surface.

      “What the—” Anders heard Patch say, but Anders knew just what they were. He was military trained, after all.

      “Orbital spears,” he hissed and grabbed Dalia’s shoulder. “Up, now!” he said urgently.

      The Ilythian reacted without question, shrugging off his grasp and pushing the holo-controls so that the scout vessel took a severe turn and shot up toward the clear skies.

      Their trajectory allowed them a full view of the throne weapon as it shot past them—a rod of titanium easily sixty meters long, whose pointed edge burned an incandescent red from re-entry.

      They weren’t subtle weapons, Anders thought as he ground his teeth, gripping the arms of his chair from the pressure of the sudden G-force. The orbital spears were brutal, devastating weapons, second only to atomic weapons for their power to destroy. But they were also far simpler to deploy, making them a favorite of the throne military. Some bright spark in the throne had realized a long time ago that when you had the full gravity well of a planet working to increase acceleration and velocity of any object dropped to it, you didn’t need to develop reactors and containment field units. All you needed was an object durable enough and with enough mass for planetary physics to do the rest.

      The orbital spears had sheaths of steel wrapped around iron tubes with titanium cores. No need for explosives when you had that much mass hurtling at such high speeds.

      The Ilythian vessel was pointing toward a sky that was gradually growing darker as they climbed to the lower atmospheres, but that didn’t stop their scanners picking up the sound of the impact underneath them.

      The communicators roared and then stopped suddenly as they glitched, followed by a terrifying moment as every holo faded from view and the craft juddered as the natural electro-magnetic wave of the blast swept past them. Thankfully, the holos and field generators surged back to life a second later, and the scout continued to climb.

      What did you do… Anders found himself furious, and his eyes swept to the tactical image scan. Thankfully everything was in stylized greens, oranges, reds, and blues, so Anders couldn’t see the real effect of the weapon.

      But the Ilythian graphic appeared terrible enough. The spear had hit the side of one of the plateaus, near its base. Although tiny compared to the grand table of rock and overflowing vegetation, its acceleration increased its kinetic force many times over.

      There was an expanding bubble of dust and detritus flung out from the impact over the jungles, farms, and habitat-domes underneath it. At first, it would appear to be a terrible dust-cloud as the shockwave pulverized rock and instantly turned the outer shell into particulate matter.

      But then, following less than a heartbeat later were giant fragments of rock that had been fractured and splintered from the plateau walls. Anders watched in horror as boulders and plates many times bigger than the Ilythian vessel tumbled slowly through the air to land in the jungle, causing a secondary bombardment.

      “Holy stars…” Patch breathed in horror as he determined what the sensor image was showing.

      The destruction didn’t stop there. Although the initial impact was over, and the meeting of space-flung titanium and rock had run its course, there was more to come. The plateau that had been struck started to lose its own cliffs around the injured side, and vast acres of mountain and forest collapsed to the jungle floor.

      The plateau was still standing after the landslides stopped, but it was skinnier than it had been before, with one entire side appearing as if it had been scooped out by a giant hand.

      What are you doing! A dull, black rage was filling Anders’s head like the black river of pain that he had so recently been host to. But this time, Anders didn’t feel any pain. Only fury.

      The Marines are supposed to protect us. To protect the empire. The words beat around the inside of Anders’s head in time with his thumping heart. If he had ever needed proof that the rule of the Golden Throne had to be brought down, this was it.

      There are innocent civilians down there! Anders visibly shook with the effort of controlling himself. No matter what war you think you are fighting— A war that Anders knew had been manufactured. –this is not how you win!

      As if to add insult to injury, there were Throne Marine craft making re-entry into Terevesian’s smoke-filled skies. They joined the super-massive dreadnaught in loosing meson cannons at any structure they deemed a target, which appeared to be every structure, without pattern, rhythm or rhyme to their attacks.

      “They’re killing a planet. They’re killing everyone…” Patch breathed. Beside him, Jake shivered and trembled.

      “I can feel them…their torment…” Anders swiveled in his seat in horror to see the young PK bent over almost double in his chair, and a thin dribble of blood emerging from his mouth where he was biting his lip to hold back the rivers of pain.

      He’s holding my pain and is now feeling the agony of all those others! Anders was partly in awe at the teenager’s strength and terrified of what was going to happen when he could hold on no more.

      “Patch, on your left by your foot. The wall gives way to a medical unit,” Dalia hissed in concentration, clearly arriving at the same conclusion that Anders had.

      “Uh… I got it!” Anders saw Patch bending down and hitting the scale-like plates of the wall, before one hissed open, revealing a tray of small tubes with whorled designs up and down their body.

      “It should have a blue gem on it, and a sign like an upside-down human question mark,” Dalia said. “It’s an Ilythian sedative. I need you to pour that down Jake’s throat now!”

      Maybe it was Anders’s cold fury at the injustice that was protecting him from Jake’s powers, but the ex-officer could see the hands of the young Voider shake as he scrabbled for the right tube before grabbing it and turning back. Jake, for all his own torment, was able to seize the tube from Patch and, popping the cork end, throw the contents into his own mouth. An instant later, Anders saw the youth’s shoulders start to slump, and his rapid breathing become heavier as the chemicals took effect.

      And then the Ilythian vessel was shaking with the force of exit from Terevesin’s gravity well. White, green, and red plasma burned over their screens on the outside as Dalia punched more and more power to the field engines.

      The shaking increased, matching with a rising hum, before suddenly they broke free of the bombarded planet, and Anders was looking up into the glittering expanse of space.

      There were other throne ships approaching the surface, and Anders could see them clearly, creating coronal glows and flares about them as they punched their way through the thin envelope of sky to join their murderous friends below.

      Before Anders could advise that they get their outer shields up and start preparing for evasive maneuvers, there was a muted chime from the control boards in front of him as the four field engines at their tips recalibrated and started to initiate the jump cycle.

      “You say this vessel will auto-jump?” Anders asked quickly, earning a nod.

      “We’re jumping to the nearest Ilythian outpost-colony,” Dalia said as the holo-screens started showing a glyph that was quickly filling with a deep yellow.

      But then something interrupted the process.

      The half-yellow glyph paused its transformation, glitched, and then a new one took its place, which flashed alternate yellow and red. This new glyph looked like three intersecting spikes, sharp and angular. Dalia flinched—something that Anders had never seen the cool and expertly-trained agent do before—at the mere sight of what Anders took to be a designation for the jump engines.

      “Uh, is it supposed to do that?” Patch murmured from behind them, sharing Anders’s worry.

      “What is it? Have we got enough power?” Anders asked. He was certain that one of those throne battleships was going to fire on them at any moment.

      That was clearly the least of Dalia’s concerns as she waved a hand at the new, three-point angular glyph flashing a faster and faster yellow and red. Whatever she was trying to do, nothing appeared to change.

      “What’s wrong!?” Anders hissed.

      “That’s not right. Something has reprogrammed the auto-jump!” Dalia said, urgently gesturing to a whole other set of glowing Ilythian data-controls. Again, nothing appeared to change.

      “What?” Anders asked tensely.

      And outside, the light of the distant stars started to bend and double in view outside of their cockpit. The gravity field necessary to travel at warp was being created, bending both light and space in preparation of flinging them across known space.

      “That’s not the colony Dolrin,” Dalia repeated, finally slumping in her chair as she gave up fighting. “We were going there—that was the first glyph—but then there was a command override function of our jump engines.”

      “What? Well, where is it taking us now!?” Anders burst out. Behind them, the orb of Terevesin was growing smaller, and with dark smudges of destruction-clouds appearing like some new and terrible virus across its surface.

      Dalia was silent for a moment in consternation as the stars around them started to fade, and the white and purple glow of the initial warp replaced it.

      “That second glyph didn’t belong to Ilythia Prime or Dolrin. It was the sigil of the House of Tularin,” Dalia breathed in horror, glancing up at Anders in the final moments before they jumped.

      “The who-now?” Anders asked in confusion, wishing that he had paid more attention in Ilythian xeno-culture classes.

      “The House of Tularin is the name of the fiercest sect of Ilythian fighters that have ever existed,” she said, just as reality phased white, and the ship threw itself into warp and off between the stars.
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      The ground shook, and more pieces of the ceiling fell around Elaine U’Losani.

      At least the floor is cool, the woman thought hazily through her fog of pain. The envoy knew that she had been beaten pretty badly. There were bodily aches that were deep and undeniable. Every time she attempted to move, it felt like someone was plunging a knife between her ribs.

      He should have killed me, the envoy thought, her mind concentrating into a single, bright laser beam of determination. She didn’t know what was happening outside to her beautiful garden world, only that the wrath of the Eternal Empress had finally come. A woman like Elaine, who was more hot-tempered than her murdered sister, had been expecting and dreading a day like this all her adult life.

      For those few that knew her, Elaine U’Losani was an unusual woman in Terevesin society. It would have been no surprise when she picked up the Marine’s blaster and started firing back, as opposed to Terevesin’s usually nonviolent stance.

      My sister would have found a way to talk out of it, Elaine thought as she once again tried to crawl.

      “Ach!” The woman hissed and suddenly slumped to the floor as pain shot through her once again. Yeah, that Marine who had taken her to town had seemed to like what he did.

      But even though the Terevsins were, as a rule, a nonviolent, diplomatic people, there were lessons that they had grown up with. Adaptability. Resilience. Opportunism. These were the kinds of lessons that let a wildflower cling hundreds of feet up on the cliff walls, fighting for every scrap of nutrients and moisture. It was the kind of resilience that allowed a plant to produce thorns, and to protect its own life, vigorously.

      If the chosen Envoy of Terevesin, Mahria, could be as glamorous and compelling as a rose, then her sister Elaine was as tenacious as a briar. It was this fierce strength that forced her to lift her throbbing head and move again.

      Another terrifying shake of the ground brought down more ceiling panels crashing around her. It was complete luck that none of them speared through the blonde envoy’s already tormented flesh.

      They’re trying to destroy the world, Elaine thought, and she was surprised at her lack of surprise. Maybe it was her injuries, dulling every consideration to just the desperate need to move, to survive.

      The envoy’s hand brushed something that wasn’t unyielding metal or stone. It was soft. It was a leg.

      Peering through her one good eye, Elaine saw that it was the leg of the assassin she had killed. Black Rose. The one responsible for killing her sister.

      I got you, you— Elaine was thinking savagely, when she heard a tiny, wheezing sort of a sound.

      The assassin wasn’t dead.

      What!? This time, Elaine was shocked. She had fired at her with the stolen heavy blaster, only a couple of feet away from her chest. Even though the woman appeared to be wearing some kind of mesh encounter suit, nothing short of full reinforced battle-plate would have stopped the strike at that range.

      Instead, Elaine could see the ugly, blackened mark just to the left of Black Rose’s torso where her shot had hit, and the flicker of the woman’s chest as she breathed raggedly.

      I should finish the job, the fierce Elaine U’Losani thought—but there, caught in that moment with the building threatening to fall apart at any moment, something stopped her.

      Perhaps it was the knowledge that she was probably going to die. Even if she could reach the medical bays, and even if she could find one that was still working, she was sure that she would never get off-planet.

      The Throne Marines are occupying the atmosphere, Elaine figured, and that meant that any ships trying to flee the garden world would most likely be shot down. And if they weren’t?

      Then the Eternal Empress will take us all to a prison planet for our supposed ‘treachery’, Elaine growled.

      Maybe it was this fatalism that stayed the new envoy’s hand. Or maybe it was, as she watched, the fluttering breath that animated the near-dead woman. She felt a sort of admiration.

      Even for you. Even for my sister’s murderer.

      Elaine’s sister was not one given to revenge. She had been a diplomat through and through—a born spokeswoman and representative of Terevesin. She believed in the rule of law, and in making connections.

      And it was her sense of justice that forced her to forge ever closer ties with the Ilythians, Eliane thought.

      No, her sister wouldn’t kill this woman, the dying Elaine realized. In fact, her sister would probably marvel at the way this woman was stubbornly clinging to life.

      There in the shattered room, as the ground and the walls shook and the Throne Marine craft continued their bombardment of the once-rich Terevesin, Elaine groaned and started to chuckle.

      It’s kind of ironic that you’re going to be the stars-damned last person that I see… Elaine thought. It was the wry sort of dark humor that Mahria would sometimes share with Elaine, secretly, late at night after a long day of meetings and negotiations, when the pair would relax on the terraces and share a cup of Terevesin Port.

      But this is also the woman the commander-general threw away, isn’t she? Elaine’s chuckling broke into a dusty cough. “He wanted you dead,” Elaine said, and then an idea for a different form of revenge took hold in her mind.

      “I can’t make it out of here, but maybe someone like you can…” she wheezed, once again thinking about how Black Rose had incapacitated four of her own guards—without killing them—and how her body was still stubbornly clinging on to life.

      A new determination surged through the blonde woman as she slowly forced herself into a weaving crouch, leaning on the walls with one arm, since her other arm and one leg were both shattered.

      Every lurch was a torment. Every breath was gulping down a firestorm.

      But somehow, after a length of time that could have been seconds or minutes, Elaine reached the nearest medical unit that still appeared intact.

      “Nnedi,” she gasped at the machine, which flickered its active-green lights but little else. “Nnedi spore,” Elaine said a little louder, to be rewarded with a whirring sound as the unit selected components from its internal bank, and a soft pop as the unit unfolded open. A tiny ampule on a robotic arm was extended.

      The envoy seized the ampule and fell backward from the effort.

      “Agh!” A grunt of pain as Elaine’s leg felt like it was breaking all over again. The blonde woman breathed short, rapid breaths through her nose as she clenched her eyes against the tears and moved. She scrambled and rolled back to the body of the assassin.

      “You’d better goddam listen to me when I’m done,” she growled through her tears as she emptied the tiny ampule over the woman’s wounds before slumping against her body, breathing heavily. There had only been enough in that ampule for one person, and although Elaine knew that she could make it back to the unit for another one, the woman also knew when she was beat.

      Let me die here on my once-beautiful world, she thought woozily as something miraculous started to happen beside her.

      The Nnedi spore was one of the most advanced examples of plant science that Terevesin could produce. It was a simple cellular replication spore, relying on the plant’s innate, inbuilt desire to grow and grow and grow.

      The Nnedi spore was little more than a small puff of dust to the human eye, but in fact, it was a collection of hundreds of thousands of tiny, colony-organisms like seeds. They settled over Black Rose’s wounds and were immediately taken into the woman’s body. They were so small that they passed by whatever auto-immune responses she had. The spore replicated, divided, and replicated again. They formed loose ‘bonds’ around injured cells, growing threadlike through her body at the tiniest level.

      The spore was the Terevesin answer to the miraculous technologies of the Gene Seers. Whereas the Gene Seers were able to re-code and re-invigorate the body’s inbuilt DNA processes, the Terevesins had found a way to replicate that using plant biology. The spore adapted to its environment, taking on the cellular commands of Black Rose’s body and magnifying them.

      “Hyurk!” Black Rose took a sudden, shuddering breath as the spore re-knit her damaged body back together. The assassin opened her eyes, feeling pain washing up and down her in waves, but also something else.

      It felt like she was ill, feverish, which was a new sensation for the clone assassin, who had never had a natural illness in her life. Unbeknownst to her, but the Nnedi spore married sympathetically with her already unbelievable clone abilities. The spore threaded its way throughout her system, increasing her nutrient uptake and her metabolic rate, her immune responses and natural healing abilities. Not even the Terevesins could have been able to predict the speed with which their medicine worked in her body.

      But, unlike Gene Seer gene therapies, which routinely shut down pain receptors as they worked, there was no such charity from the Terevesin arcane plant science. Black Rose flopped to one side, gagging on the feverish pain that shook and trembled its way through her limbs. But she was alive, somehow.

      “You… You remember…” Black Rose heard a hissing whisper beside her, looking to see that her body was almost entwined with another woman’s—the woman had shot her.

      The assassin flinched, a sudden need for a weapon in her hand filling her, before Elaine gurgled again with blood flecking her lips.

      “They did this to you…” the envoy gasped through gritted teeth. “Your boss… Cread…”

      Black Rose blinked in confusion. Half of her mind was screaming at her that this woman was the enemy, was her enemy, was the woman who had shot her.

      But the clone assassin’s remarkable biology was already starting to work. She was taking in the sights, sounds, and smells of the room around her. The vibrations coming up through the floor, the crashing ceiling panels, the sparks, the whine and burr of propulsion engines as ships moved above.

      “That’s right. He left you for dead.” Elaine saw the realization take root in Black Rose’s cerulean-green eyes. The assassin blinked once more.

      “You remember—” the envoy hammered home her point once again, “—that he left you, and I saved you.”

      The dying Envoy of Terevesin saw the assassin nod, just once.

      “You find a way off planet. You can kill Cread for what he did here,” Elaine breathed raggedly, using the last ounce of her strength to speak the words she had revived the assassin to hear: “You kill the Eternal Empress for us all.”
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      Ilythian Space

      

      The Ilythian vessel moved at warp cleaner than any craft Anders had ever been in. The ship did not judder and shake as any throne craft would do, but instead felt like a stone lightly skimming the surface of reality.

      But Anders had no time to be enamored by this craft’s prowess. His heart was too full of a cold, furious hatred at what Cread had done.

      “How long will it take?” he heard Patch murmur behind him, the Voider sounded worried, as well he might, given that he was sitting next to a powerful psychic who had rage galore roiling inside him.

      And whose powers appear to be growing stronger. The thought flashed through Anders’s mind, but he pushed it away. He knew next to nothing about the development of PK abilities. Maybe the Ilythians would have the answer.

      Even if Dalia is worried about the particular bunch of them.

      “It won’t take long. The beacons provide stable navigation points, far more so than an internal ship’s jump-computers,” Dalia replied, sounding preoccupied.

      That’s not like her. Anders spared the Ilythian a glance. She even looked pensive, biting her lower lip in a mannerism that was completely un-Ilythian.

      “Who are they? This House of Tularin?” Anders asked quickly.

      “A warrior sect,” Dalia said. “Ancient. Their history goes right back to the tribal prehistory of Ilythia,” she explained, although Anders had no knowledge of Ilythian history. He cursed his throne ignorance and arrogance. “They’re fanatics, and have long been mistrusted by the rest of Ilythian society. They believe in strength and savagery alone.”

      “But why would this craft auto-jump to them?” Anders hissed in alarm.

      Dalia shook her head. “I have no idea. The beacon and this craft at Terevesin were meant to be an emergency contact between the Ilythian Council and our friends. It should have been taking us straight to Dolrin, the nearest colony.” Dalia bared her teeth in an almost feral manner. “But someone must have reprogrammed the beacons. Maybe since the war broke out…” Her voice died down briefly. “Maybe the House of Tularin have a stronger role in the Council of Ilythia now. I cannot say until we arrive and I get word to my mentors.”

      Dalia was perturbed, and that made Anders nervous. She was the only Ilythian here, after all, and their only way to survive on the other side of this war.

      And I am about to become a traitor to my own species, Anders thought. It was an odd realization, since he had not considered anything that he had done so far—even escaping from Barakar Training Camp or fighting fellow Throne Marines—as treachery.

      “We haven’t got the jammer,” Patch admitted quietly. “I can make another one, I’m sure of it, but what if it takes too long? What if the empress uses that Archon device?” His voice sounded young and plaintive, almost hopeless.

      “Well,” Anders growled, unbuckling himself from the seat and standing up. He could feel the cold fury condensing inside of him, becoming something like a white dwarf, a bright star inside of his heart. He looked at the others he shared this cockpit with. Patch McGuire with his haggard face, already having seen too much for his twenty-something years. The even younger Jake, trained and used as a psychic tool by the empress, slumped and barely conscious, whose powers appeared to be accelerating. And finally Dalia, the Ilythian agent sent to investigate the words of the mysterious Oracle, who had saved his life.

      “This is what I do know,” Anders said heavily to them all. “And that is that we have been running ragged around half the galaxy. We’ve been getting our asses kicked, always just a half-step ahead or two steps behind.”

      Anders’s fury removed any diplomacy or inspiration from his words. This was not the time for motivating speeches, the policeman inside of Anders knew. This was the time for hard truth.

      “The Eternal Empress has her PK clones, and now she has two of the transmitters needed to contact this Archon device,” Anders said. “And any minute now, we are about to officially be classed as defectors.” His words were for the humans alone, but he saw Dalia listening just as intently.

      “There is no guarantee that Ilythia will take us in,” Anders went on. “But there is also no guarantee that there will be anywhere left in civilized space to hide.”

      Patch’s face fell even further, if that was even possible.

      “But what I do know,” Anders repeated, “is that I have seen enough. I have seen enough of children being abducted and kept alive in iso-tubes, harvested for their PK abilities. I’ve seen enough of how the Eternal Empress treats those who stand up to her.” The white star of his fury started to burn hotter, raising the man’s voice.

      “I am not a traitor,” Anders said, catching and holding Dalia’s eye seriously as he said it, and earning a nod from the Ilythian in turn. “All I am is a police officer in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the Eternal Empress and her servants have committed a dire crime against all of us. All humanity, and all of Ilythia. If I have to fight alongside the Ilythians in order to stop her, then I will.”

      Anders looked between Patch and Dalia. He saw Patch nod, the young man’s jaw tightening.

      “She has to be stopped,” Patch said seriously.

      Anders nodded. “Good. Then right now, we’re going to be as ready as we can be in order to get the job done.” He cleared his throat and looked to Dalia. “What kind of personal equipment has this ship got?”
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        * * *

      

      Within just a little time, the occupants of the Ilythian craft were transformed. Dalia had showed them where the part-plate ‘scout’ armor could be found, and now Anders stood with one large shoulder pad that gleamed an iridescent blue-green like a shell, and with a spray of similar scale-light plates across his upper body.

      Added to this was a set of Ilythian laser pistols, as well as a cocktail of Ilythian medicine injections that lent a new energy and strength to the humans.

      The only downside is Moriarty. Anders held his old suit node in his hand, seeing where it had lost its inner light and now appeared gray and lifeless. It had happened at some point when the black river of PK energy surged through him, he knew. Had it been burnt out?

      “Patch? Can you get Moriarty back for me?” Anders was referring, of course, to the MPB simulated intelligence that lived inside his node. It was nicknamed ‘Moriarty’ and was intended to be a strategic data assistant to officers, but Moriarty had proved itself capable of providing insights into both intention and behavior of those around him.

      “I’ll see what I can do, boss,” Patch said, taking the node out of Anders’s hand and quickly moving to extract Ilythian tools from the main bay.

      “Anders?” He turned around when he heard Dalia breathing his name. She stood in the cockpit, looking out at the strange seas of warp plasma outside.

      “What is it?”

      “There is something else that you should know about the House of Tularin. I should have mentioned it earlier,” the Ilythian agent said. “They are not like other Ilythians. Not like me,” she said with a grimace. “They hate humans.”

      Anders shrugged. “I’ve had plenty people hate me before.”

      “And one other thing.” The agent took a deep breath. “The House of Tularin is led by a man called Father Iktin’yvarolassan. Who is my father.”
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        * * *

      

      The Ilythian vessel rippled into a patch of space unfamiliar to Anders’s eyes. He did not recognize the constellations or star-groups that hung around them.

      But he did recognize what was happening in that strange space.

      They had warped into the middle of a firefight.

      “Yvee’l!” Anders heard Dalia swear as she pulled hard on the field-controls to send their vessel into a sudden barrel-roll.

      Ahead of them, Anders saw a brightly-colored shape flicker past on trails of gleaming orange and red field radiance. It looked like a smaller version of the scout ship, with three curving ‘wings’ stretching back from a tooth-like nub of a cockpit.

      And Ilythian attack craft, Anders recognized.

      An instant later, something else shot past them on a pursuit course. It was the singular, charging lines of torpedoes. Golden Throne hammerthrow torpedoes, Anders recognized them, too.

      “On our nine o’clock!” Anders shouted to Dalia as he saw the vessel that had fired the torpedoes rising towards them. It was the classic heavy, blocky shape of a Golden Throne Titan-class battleship.

      “What?” Dalia was saying.

      “On your left!” Anders hissed, looking at his available holo-controls, and now really wishing that he had paid more attention in Ilythian studies classes.

      The Titan-class battleship had detected them, but Anders could see that it was already committed to its attack vector. Instead, the officer saw a line of lights glitter along its side as it threw a barrage of lighter laser-fire at them.

      “Dammit! Which ones were the outer shields!?” Anders grunted, selecting the holo that he thought indicated them and pushing it to its maximum. On one of Anders’s screens, he saw the double-bubble of the scout vessel’s shields suddenly expand, a fraction of a second before the laser barrage hit.

      
        
        Impact Warning! Outer Shields 62%. Inner Shields 88%.

      

      

      “Crap. These things really aren’t designed for combat,” Anders said as Dalia was already turning them under the trajectory of the battleship as the flares erupted over their outer shields.

      “You don’t say,” Dalia hissed through gritted teeth.

      Just then, there was a giant fireball on the far side of them when the torpedoes successfully found their mark.

      For a crystal-clear moment, Anders knew that he would have to make the choice whether to fire on the Golden Throne vessel or not. He had never been on board a Titan-class battleship during his compulsory posting as a Throne Marine, but he knew that it would contain exactly the same sorts of Marines he had trained with and fought alongside before joining the MPB.

      They are good people, he reminded himself. Soldiers just doing their jobs…

      But right now, those soldiers and sailors inside that Golden Throne craft could only see the fact that they were an Ilythian scout vessel during a time of war. In short, they would do anything in their power to kill them.

      Total domination of the field, Anders recalled grimly as Dalia threw them into another spiral, this time completely avoiding the next barrage of laser fire as the giant ship roared over them.

      Total domination was always the Marine way. Charge in, disorientate, and overpower, Anders knew. It was one of the reasons why he had chosen to become a planetary police officer instead, after all—where he could concentrate on tracking clues, finding evidence, hunting.

      
        
        Tracking Warning!

      

      

      The translation blared out from Anders’s personal set of holo-screens. He saw a small digital image of the battleship with four glowing green lights appearing under its prow, indicating activated weapons pods.

      The ship itself had roared past them, almost to the expanding debris field of the Ilythian fighter that it had so recently destroyed, but in the higher strategic scans, Anders could see that it was slowing and turning.

      Turning back to its newer target. Which would be us.

      “What’s our heaviest weapon?” Anders asked as he rapidly scrolled through the strange Ilythian controls.

      “Heavy?” Dalia said incredulously. “This is a scout vessel! Designed for light exploration and escapes. Our heaviest weapon would be if we slammed her into the side of that thing!”

      Outstanding, Anders growled, returning to what were apparently the only available weapons: the four light laser guns. The Marine-trained police officer doubted that they could even get through the battleship’s shields.

      
        
        Weapons System Fired!

      

      

      The scout vessel’s computers informed them, and Anders saw two attack-vector lines appear from the prow end of the battleship as it fired two torpedoes at them.

      Anders found the tracking controls and quickly targeted the racing torpedoes as Dalia spun them in space, throwing more energy to the field engines.

      As they turned away from the battleship, Anders saw that they were just in one part of a larger stellar battle. There appeared to be one battleship listing on one side, spilling fragments and indecipherable pieces of its innards, whilst more of the Ilythian attack fighters were harrying a third Golden Throne battleship a little way off.

      Where are we? Inside Ilythian Space? Are we close to Ilythia? These questions raced through Anders’s head, and he once more wished that he had Moriarty on hand to help him. Moriarty was an investigations intelligence, really, but could compute attack vectors and analyze weaknesses and potential operational successes in nanoseconds.

      It’d be able to find a way out of this, Anders thought anxiously, and he fired.

      The scout vessel’s guns, clustered towards the front, swiveled in place and started firing repeating shots at the approaching torpedoes. Even as Dalia threw them into crazy rolls and swerves, the guns auto-tracked what Anders had commanded them to and continued firing.

      He watched as the twin lines of attack vectors—torpedo and laser shot—raced toward each other, finally meeting just a couple of hundred meters away.

      Hit.

      One of the torpedoes swam straight into a field of laser-barrage and promptly blew apart in a ball of short-lived flame and light. The hammerthrow torpedoes were not designed with any individual field-generators, so they had no shields, Anders knew.

      But that still left one, shooting through a gap in the laser barrage and now closing in on them. It moved so incredibly fast that it was only a hundred meters away in space, fifty, forty—

      Anders fired again, but the torpedo was coming in too hot and too fast.

      “Brace!” he shouted, grabbing the seat buckles and praying that watching angry little attack vectors ahead of him wasn’t the last sight that he was going to see in this universe.

      I’m sorry, Cassie, the thought welled into his mind.

      
        
        Target Destroyed!

      

      

      Anders blinked. Everything had happened so fast that it was hard to recall what had actually happened. A beam of steady meson light had shot out from behind them, perfectly striking the approaching torpedo with pinpoint accuracy and making it explode in a widening circle of plasma and fire.

      But the torpedo had been so close that even in its destruction, it was still dangerous. The blast radius hit them, and Anders saw a line of white, burning particles wash over their cockpit screens.

      
        
        Impact Warning! Outer Shields 48%. Inner Shields 76%.

      

      

      The scout vessel rolled on the expanding bubble of flame and destruction, and Anders heard Patch shout in alarm. Beside him, Dalia was wrestling with the flight controls and stabilizers to stop their roll and bring them back under control. The digital image of their own vessel showed bursts of smaller rocketry-assists up and down their hull as Dalia finally managed to right them.

      Their vessel been had turned completely around, and now all the occupants could see the shape of their unlikely savior.

      An Ilythian warship.

      The ships were many times larger than the smaller Ilythian fighters that they harbored and the scout vessel, so much so that each warship could probably accommodate ten or more vessels of their size. But there were some similarities, Anders saw. The same almost organic-looking metals, making them appear like deep-sea creatures, the iridescent, hard-shelled mollusks of deep space. They had tapered, pointed prows of bone-like material, which flared outwards along the hull of the craft to end in a star of backward points. The Ilythian craft had nodules like nubs of bone dotted all along its side and clustered along its prow, which Anders presumed were either portholes or weapons modules.

      “Tularin craft,” Dalia hissed in agitation, although Anders didn’t know what color or style she had recognized in them.

      “I don’t care who they belong to, just so long as they scare off the throne!” Anders said, an instant before the Tularin warship did a whole lot more than scare off the attacking battleship.

      
        
        Weapon Systems Fired!

      

      

      The battleship started its slow, ponderous roll out of the way and fired another two torpedoes at the same time. Anders watched as the weapons turned fast in the space between the two much larger craft, arcing straight for the Tularin—

      —to be instantly shot down once again by the Tularin warship’s meson cannons. They fired like singular beams of burning orange light, lancing through the torpedoes in an instant.

      To Anders, it was like watching an experienced fighter batter down the attacking strikes of an amateur. The Tularin warship did not slow down as it charged toward the battleship, even when Anders saw the outer blue field of its shields erupt and glitter with explosions of lasers in front of its prow.

      Then the Tularins fired their meson lances again, punching out at the battleship’s shields for there to be seen great explosions of sparks. The shockwaves generated by the blows were enough to send the battleship listing to one side, even behind its shields.

      And still, the Tularins kept firing. This time, they added their own barrages of laser shot to the mix, causing the rippling dance of sparks and plasma flame to glow fiercer and brighter in front of the battleship.

      “Okay, you’ve proved your point—” Anders whispered, just as the throne ship’s shields clearly failed under the onslaught.

      With a sudden flash of light, all the weaponry of the Tularin craft overloaded and breached the shields, slamming into the underside of the slowly turning battleship. Anders saw multiple explosions erupt along its hull.

      And then the chain reaction started, as first one then another rear nacelle ruptured and blew. Even this wasn’t enough to end the onslaught, Anders saw in horror, as the Tularins kept firing. The glare and flash of explosions merged into one plasma ball that overtook the entire structure of the battleship, causing it to break apart into at least five large, broken-open segments.

      “They didn’t have to do that…” Anders breathed. On the other side of them, the squad of Ilythian fighters eventually managed to cripple the remaining battleship, and then continue to harry it until it too was engulfed in plasma fire.

      The battle had been a complete victory for the Ilythians, and Anders was left wondering why he felt so hollow. This feeling only got worse when their ship’s communicator blared, and a male voice broke into their cockpit, translated a heartbeat later for the humans:

      “Scout vessel, this is the Tularin Warship Acar. Thank you for distracting the invaders. House Tularin recognizes your bravery.”
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      “I suppose the fact that your father is—” Anders started to say, before a sudden, dark look from Dalia cut him off mid-sentence.

      Ah. I see, Anders inwardly groaned. Just great. A fanatical human-killing cult and a family feud, all rolled into one.

      The scout vessel hung in space as the glare of explosions and plasma quickly faded. The smaller Ilythian fighter craft were returning gracefully to dock with the Tularin Acar, latching onto its side like strange insects.

      And the Acar itself had turned sedately toward them, easily overshadowing them with its bulk.

      “Dchllyiea’, my daughter.” The scout’s communicator suddenly burst into life, and with it came a holo-image of an Ilythian man glaring sternly out at them.

      “Master Iktin’.” Dalia nodded slowly before returning the glare. “Father.”

      Great. Just great. Anders growled. Well, there’s certainly no love lost here, is there?

      Dalia’s father was an Ilythian in his middling years, although he still looked about the same age as Anders. He had the same bluish-white skin of his people, the oval eyes, and the tapered ears, but his hair was jet black and streaked with silver, which he wore long and flowing over his shoulders.

      Surprisingly, Iktin was the first Ilythian that Anders had ever seen with tattoos—lines of dots across his cheeks and brow. He wore the Ilythian ‘petal’ armor that Anders had seen from news and documentary holos—thin, overlapping leaf-shapes of green and gold metal that didn’t look strong enough to resist a punch, and yet Anders knew could absorb most lighter laser blasts.

      “Daughter, although the house recognizes your combat prowess, I also see that you have failed in your original mission,” her father said sternly. “You were tasked by the High Council of Ilythia to get to the bottom of the Oracle’s message, and to do so without incurring suspicion or wrath from the humans.” Anders saw the warrior’s eyes flicker towards him for a second. “And you have breached the Law of Integrity in bringing these humans here.”

      “Master,” Dalia returned formally. “I would talk with the High Council directly. There is much to discuss, and so very little time…”

      “Less even than you think,” her father said in a drawn-out, slow way. “You see how brazen the humans are getting. This is the third incursion across our borders, and you must have heard that the humans have already attacked Eadaryn—”

      “I know.” Dalia nodded, and he knew why her voice was so traumatized. He had been with her when they had been shown the footage of what had happened to the Ilythian ring-world of Eadaryn. The throne had used orbital spears, just like they had done with Terevesin, on the looping, ribbon-like ringworld.

      And they completely destroyed it, Anders thought. Thousands of Ilythian lives lost, maybe even tens of thousands…

      “These savages are testing our border defenses while they amass their forces,” Iktin said severely. “The war is almost upon us. The war that we had hoped your actions would avoid.” Dalia’s father spoke just as formally, and Anders for a moment wondered if that was meant as a criticism of Dchllyiea. Dalia.

      He can’t seriously be suggesting that the war was Dalia’s fault!? Anders thought in alarm.

      “Father. My words have to be for the High Council—” Dalia was saying, before her father cut her off with a snarl of anger.

      “Daughter. This is not the time of the spy or the diplomat, of riddles or intrigues anymore. It is the time of the warrior!”

      “But, Father—” Anders heard the frustrated desperation in Dalia’s usually measured voice.

      “Prepare to be boarded, scout vessel,” Dalia’s father said impassively. “And we will take charge of the rest of your flight back to Ilythia, and the Tularin Stronghold. And we will take these humans into Tularin custody. Perhaps they have information about the Golden Throne which will aid us in our war effort.”

      “Father, you cannot—” Dalia was saying, but it was already too late. The holo of her father vanished from the air in front of them.

      “What!?” Patch burst out from behind them. “This has to be a mistake—”

      “I’ll fix this,” Dalia said desperately, although Anders wondered if she could. The giant warship of her father hung over their tiny craft as if about to devour them.
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            The House of Tularin

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite that Anders currently had two very tall and heavily armored Ilythian guards standing over him, he still looked out of the portholes of the Ilythian scout vessel at Dalia’s home planet and felt a sense of wonder.

      He and the crew of the scout were, after all, about to become some of the few humans ever allowed to make planetfall.

      The globe that rose in front of them was not a planet, but instead a milky-white sphere studded by an ever-moving ring of bright metal objects. Satellite field generators, Anders thought. The milky orb wasn’t the real planet, Anders saw, but was a heavy cloaking field, meant to shield Ilythia from the prying eyes of its enemies.

      Which currently count as me, Patch, and Jake, Anders grumbled. All three humans had been moved into the main bay of the scout vessel, their weapons taken from them—but their light Ilythian armor kept on—and each one flanked by two Ilythian guards. Their armored suits were heavier and more elaborate than the light scouting versions that Anders and Patch wore. Jake, still only semi-conscious, had been left in his civilian mesh-suit.

      The Ilythians had tall, oval helmets that completely masked their features, and from the backs of their heads sprayed decorative topknots of some kind of animal hair, each of which was a deep crimson red.

      In their hands, the Ilythians each held some sort of halberd. It looked to be a small lance with a curving blade, but whose opposing tip ended in a blocky meson rifle.

      Their guards didn’t talk much, or at all.

      “Boss…” Patch whispered a few guards across from him, and the young Voider’s voice was filled with fear.

      So much for my pep-talk earlier, Anders grimaced. “It’s going to be alright, Patch. We can trust Dalia.” This much, at least, he could offer his concerned comrade. Although he couldn’t be certain that everything was going to turn out alright, he felt with an iron sensibility that he could trust Dalia.

      Wherever they’ve taken her… he thought. Dalia had been escorted from their scout vessel as soon as the Tularin warship had docked.

      We just have to trust that there is some residual affection between father and daughter, Anders grumbled to himself as the scout was piloted into the white murk, for the portholes to glaze over into an opaque cloud, and then reveal the surface of the alien world.

      It’s beautiful, was Anders’s first thought, despite the circumstances. They had clearly made atmospheric entry directly over one of the major cities, and Anders could look down to see a city that appeared to be draped over a vast estuary, hedged with tall rocks and spires.

      Everywhere, Anders saw silver, greens, and blues. The shimmering reflection of the sun—whose light was miraculously unimpeded by the planetary camouflage—on the water was matched by the gleaming blue-steel of the Ilythian buildings. These people appeared to have evolved with no great love for right-angles or straight lines, given that even their towers appeared to have faces that twisted and spiraled around as they grew, like they were made from bone and not metal.

      Anders could see precincts of this metal city edged with raised walkways that curved around neighborhoods, before darting to the floor and up again.

      The city was as green as it was blue, though, with truly giant trees—the largest one appeared to be a couple of hundred feet tall by Anders’s reckoning—everywhere.

      The capital city of Ilythia was striated by five out-pouring rivers, lined with green banks and metal jetties and wharfs. Anders could see small, fast-moving hover-vehicles plying their trade back and forth across the surface of the water, before lifting off on field generators and flying through the air.

      These weren’t the only airborne devices at Ilythia’s disposal, Anders saw. There appeared to be at least three separate entirely field-borne citadels floating above the city, and the largest of these was where their ship was being flown toward.

      It looks like a metal palace. Anders studied what must surely be the Tularin stronghold. It even had long pennants that fluttered from its spiral-tower turrets, each one the same deep crimson red of the guards’ helmets. The stronghold had high walls, planted into a bulb of rock which was strangely floating many hundreds of feet above the cityscape. As they drew closer, Anders saw the soft glimmer of blue in the air underneath the floating island, like a heat-haze, and realized that the entire mass was suspended on a bed of field-energy.

      The power required for that! Anders thought in shock. It would be next to unthinkable for any Golden Throne city…

      Still not making a sound, the guards gestured for the three humans to stand up as the ship lowered itself to a landing platform beyond the walls. Anders caught a glimpse of what lay inside the stronghold: halls and streets, no greenery anywhere at all. It reminded the officer a little of some kind of monastery.

      “Urgh…” Jake didn’t make a move behind them, and Anders saw the Ilythian guards lower their halberd-rifles towards the youth.

      “Wait!” Anders said quickly. “He’s ill. Very ill. He has—” Anders paused. Was it safe to tell the Ilythians that Jake was PK? What was the Ilythian attitude towards human psychics? “Human Scolotomorosis,” Anders said, pulling a word out of the air.

      The guard paused and made a small gesture with its head, which Anders took to be a shrug.

      “It’s totally contagious…” Anders added. At least they can understand the Empress’s English, he thought.

      At that, the guard stepped back slightly, then gestured to Anders to pick the teenager up.

      “Anders…” Patch gave a low warning.

      “I know,” Anders muttered. As soon as any of us touch him, we might get filled with that black river again. But even having experienced the feverish horror and pain, Anders didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward, looping an arm under one of Jake’s.

      Ach! Anders gritted his teeth as a headache jumped behind his eyes. He could feel his jaw tightening, and his vision narrowing as the pain started to pulse in a steady heartbeat. I faced this before, he told himself. And I can do this again.

      “Breathe. Center,” he whispered, remembering Dalia’s words as he spoke both to himself and to Jake as he stumbled to his feet. But the pain and waves of fear emanating from Jake were much lighter than they had been, the ex-policeman could tell. Once again, he marveled at how young Jake was, and at how powerful he already appeared to be, if he was able to contain whatever nightmares the transmitter had, well, transmitted.

      “I got this…” he heard Jake mumble through heavy lips, his eyes opening a fraction but only focusing on the middle ground.

      Dear stars, Anders groaned as the guards urged them toward the airlock, already hissing open to reveal a line of Tularin guards waiting for them. Anders wondered how long it would be before Jake finally lost control of the horrors he now contained.
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      “Father! I must insist—” Dalia burst out as she followed the long, familiar strides of her father while his warship docked at one the stronghold’s towers.

      It was strange for Dalia to once again be surrounded by such familiar architecture and people. She knew that she should feel at home. After all, she had been trained here as a younger Ilythian and had learned from her father all of the many ways to disable, maim, or even kill.

      The House of Tularin were considered an anomaly in ‘modern’ Ilythian society. Or they had been, before the war, Dalia thought. She was trying to catch up with her father as he strode down the gangplank to the small sky-bridge that led straight into her father’s personal council rooms.

      Just like I have always been trying to catch up with him ever since I was a girl… she thought.

      Over the archway into the tower fluttered two of the red pennants of the house, and they were as red as the setting sun, as they had always been.

      As red as a human’s blood, she thought. Which was apt, given their creed.

      The House of Tularin were originally just another tribe of ancient Ilythia, Dalia knew her histories. A fierce mounted tribe, who rode the three-legged Var-Beasts across the High Steppes to attack and dominate the other local tribes.

      But that had been far, far in the past. Dalia scowled as her father, Iktin, ignored her pleading for a little understanding as they walked into the tower. There on the metal walls were laser-etched reliefs of the history of House Tularin, and Dalia was confronted by the very sight of those Var-Beasts, spilling onto a battlefield with the Tularin riders, spears held high.

      The family of Tular had been feared for almost a thousand years, Dalia recalled. Until the peace concords and the unification of the tribes of Ilythia, of course.

      This very event—actually recorded as one of the great achievements in Ilythian history by every other Ilythian—was only given one small panel halfway along the frieze, where the tall Tular, the warrior-hero of their house, stood head and shoulders over the assembled other house and tribe elders as they came to a settlement.

      Dalia saw her father’s head turn a little to see the same depiction, and a slight sigh escaped the man’s lips. He had thought it the downfall not only of Tularin, but of the Ilythian spirit, Dalia reminded herself.

      But that unification had set the Ilythians onto what they had become in this day and age, she knew. It had fostered the ideology of the Sul’imar, and the interconnection and interdependence of all Ilythians. The entirety of Ilythian culture, from their technology to their customs, was built around that sense of a unified whole.

      “Our family has come a long way,” her father said heavily as they walked past the final friezes, where House Tularin fought battles against the Secari crab-men or the Mondrauk invaders from other worlds, and usually won.

      Her father sounded proud of their journey, which Dalia thought strange, as they reached the familiar double metal doors at the end of the hall.

      “I thought you believed our house was in decline?” Dalia said a little bitterly. It had been the belief that he had espoused often through her younger years—that the family of Tular were the only ones to truly remember the savage strength that was every Ilythian’s birthright, and that the unification had led to a weakening of their species. Even the camouflage field around the planet he saw as a disgrace to the species—an acquiescence to furtiveness, hiding instead of displaying strength and courage.

      “We were.” Her father paused at the door, one hand raised to activate it’s biological code-lock. “But the war is proving good to us.”

      The doors opened, and her father stalked into the room that was his personal council chamber. Stands of ceremonial armor and weapons stood by the walls of the upper level alongside weapons, both personal and exemplary. He hasn’t changed one bit, has he? Dalia thought, seeing the large curved two-handed swords, the lances, and rifles and feeling her heart sink.

      The chamber was built on two levels, with a depressed floor in the center, shaped as an oval, and along the inside edge of which sat low stone benches. Her father’s desk sat at the edge, looking into the miniature amphitheater in judgement.

      “Master Iktin! What is the meaning of this!?” Dalia realized they weren’t alone as a figure stood from the depressed lower floor and turned to glare at the intrusion. It was a male Ilythian, dressed in long, black robes like a human monastic. This Ilythian wore his hair short-cropped to his scalp, and his face was lined with ancient wrinkles.

      “The recordist,” Dalia breathed. This was Ulaminbarin-var, the ancient Recordist of the Council of Ilythia who worked partly as a clerk, judge, and historian of their peoples. At his side stepped up the only other figure in the room, a female Ilythian in light sea-green and blue smock, over white leg and arm wrappings. Her hair may have once been blonde but was now a deep white like Dalia’s own.

      “Spokeswoman Wenoraibara,” Dalia lowered her head immediately. Both figures were influential. They could even be considered the ‘leaders’ of the Ilythian people, if Ilythia had such things as leaders. As it was, they were the two constant, steadfast presences in the council that ruled their race, alongside the changing faces of various house and colony masters. There wasn’t a time that Dalia could remembered that there had ever been other recordists and spokeswomen, and she wouldn’t have liked to guess at either of their real ages.

      “Spokeswoman, Recordist, thank you for attending.” Her father continued his march around the edge of the amphitheater floor to his desk, where he calmly gathered himself together to sit down.

      The fact that his seat was above the other members of the council was not lost on the recordist, Dalia noted, who hissed his contempt for this disrespect.

      “Master Iktin, if you have a matter for the council, then I suggest you present yourself at a proper time and place in the proper council hall!” he snapped, as Dalia’s father apparently ignored him to pick up data-sheets from one side of the desk. “I’ve had enough if this insolence!” the recordist said, turning to hobble towards the low steps that led out of their amphitheater, presumably to leave the Tularin stronghold entirely.

      “You will want to listen to what my daughter, and your agent, has to tell you,” Master Tularin cleared his throat and announced.

      What? Dalia blinked. She had been under the impression that her father would not allow her an audience with the council—even though he had no right to command her, did he?

      Maybe he has changed, she told herself.

      “Daughter, tell these council members what you have discovered of the Eternal Empress’s plans,” her father said dryly.

      Gladly, Dalia thought, opening her mouth to tell her tale.
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            Black Sun Rising

          

        

      

    

    
      “As you know, I was tasked with entering Golden Throne space to unravel the mysterious message that we received,” Dalia updated them.

      “This message, I have since learned, has been sent to us by a powerful psychic in the Eternal Empress’s employ, whom we call the Oracle. This Oracle has been seeking to alert other civilizations to Eternal Empress Helena’s plans, but they cannot communicate often.”

      Dalia saw the spokeswoman nod with pursed lips in agreement, as it had been Spokeswoman Weno herself who had charged her with that task.

      “And what did you discover?” her father prompted.

      One thing at a time! Dalia frowned at the interruption before continuing.

      “The Oracle’s clues led me to contact a human MPB officer called Anders Corsigon, and together we unearthed that a series of clones had escaped the empress’s tanks and been murdered before they could reach us.”

      “Clones?” The recordist frowned deeply. “That technology is not without precedent, but it has been forbidden by every intelligent species.”

      “Well, the Eternal Empress of the Golden Throne has found a way to recreate it, and she has made for herself a PK clone army,” Dalia said. She heard a gasp from the spokeswoman. “I am afraid, ma’am, that the horror does not stop there. The empress has been kidnapping her own natural PKs in human territory—of which the youth Jake that accompanied me here is one. Together, this psychic army was being trained to power and channel the empress’s apocalypse weapon.”

      “Excuse me,” the recordist interrupted. “While we can all agree that this is an evil plan of course, we do have to note that what the Eternal Empress does with her own subjects is, well, a human matter.”

      “Not if that matter affects the lives of every civilization in known space,” Dalia countered.

      “Can this apocalypse weapon really be so very terrible?” the recordist, ever pragmatic, pointed out. “Space, after all, is a truly vast place.”

      “Daughter,” her father snapped, clearly getting tired of the recordist’s prevaricating. “Please describe the device, as you told me.”

      Dalia bit her lip at being ordered and treated like a child once more, but she forced herself to swallow her pride. This was her chance to get the most important people of her society to do something about the coming horror, after all.

      “The device is called the Archon, and it is not human in origin,” Dalia began. “The human group known as the Voiders have studied what little they know of it, and the other human, Patch McGuire, who traveled with me here is one of them. The Archon device appears to hold a vast, a truly vast, store of potential energy, which appears to have been unleashed in times past,” Dalia explained what the Voiders had shown them. “There are entire planets out there, near the galactic center, which appear to have been pulverized, burned, and broken by the same energy signatures as given off by this ancient device.”

      “Near the galactic center?” Spokeswoman Weno clarified, with a hint of worry in her voice. Dalia saw her eyes flicker to the recordist for a second, but his ancient face remained impassive.

      “Yes, ma’am. The Voiders believe that the device transmits energy utilizing sub-quanta and PK fields, which is why the Eternal Empress has been creating her psychic clone army. Once she knows how to operate it in concert, she will be able to target and destroy any planet in known civilized space that she wants to,” Dalia said, looking down at her audience for her voice to fade out.

      The spokeswoman and the recordist stared at her in abject horror.

      “I understand, esteemed Council Members,” Dalia said humbly. “It is a truly great evil, but it is my belief that if we free the humans that arrived with me, then we have a way to—”

      “No, Agent, you do not understand,” the recordist berated her. “Not at all.” The old Ilythian turned with surprising alacrity to look up at Dalia’s father, sitting impassively above them. “How long have you known, Iktin!?”

      Known what? Dalia thought. She saw her father look gravely at the recordist, his emotions as far away and as distant as they had always ever been.

      “I have had my suspicions. There were clues that reached my ears from various contacts and agents, but it wasn’t until I heard the words from my own daughter’s mouth that I knew I could believe them.”

      “You should have informed us!” The recordist seemed consumed with outrage.

      What is going on? Dalia looked from one man to another.

      “Would you have believed me, Recordist? If I had ever told you that the old legends were true? That the Era of the Black Sun had returned?” her father said.

      The Era of the Black Sun? What nonsense is this! Dalia shook her head.

      “Councilmen,” Spokeswoman Weno interrupted them all. Her voice, although lighter than either of them, carried with it enough gravitas and natural authority to stop their bickering. “Enough. We cannot wish to turn back the days. It is happening. The Era of the Black Sun is finally upon us all.”

      “The what?” This time, Dalia couldn’t stop her confusion from spilling out.

      “Agent Dchllyiea.” The Spokeswoman looked up at her, her face was serious, but she spoke gently. “There is something that has been kept from you, that has been kept from all Ilythians, probably because we thought it to be a myth, a scare-story told by our ancient ancestors. There is an ancient cycle of tales that tell of a race of gods that fought for the soul of this galaxy, each god fighting the other. No singular one was either good or bad, merely selfish.”

      “It sounds like a children’s story…” Dalia muttered, and the spokeswoman smiled sadly.

      “We believed so, too. Until we started studying the other races and their cultures, to find that most of them had a similar myth at some point in their prehistory. And always, there are these elements: a war between the gods, and entire realms, lands, or worlds destroyed.”

      The spokeswoman’s voice rose, as if she was pronouncing some terrible judgement. “No more was thought of the myth-cycle as, after all, there are many such ancient myths and many ancient civilizations in space.”

      The woman shrugged. “However, over the centuries, small pieces of evidence started to accumulate, and a team of Ilythian researchers found artwork in prehistoric caves depicting a black orb—what they called the black sun—and with pictures of rays beating down, destroying everything underneath it. It wasn’t until we found corroborating images on other planets that we knew that the myths were true.”

      Dalia struggled to get to the bottom of what was being told to her. “And… you believe that this Black Sun is the Archon device? The orb? That it’s some kind of ancient interstellar weapon?” That is nothing new, Dalia thought. That is precisely what the Voiders surmised.

      The spokeswoman paused uncertainly, looking at the recordist and Master Iktin for a moment, before licking her lips and continuing.

      “No. Not exactly,” she stated. “We believe that the Black Sun is an ancient being. That these galactic gods are these Black Suns. That they are another form of life, of terrible, ancient life, which time and luck has kept from our door. Until now.”

      Dalia shook her head, remembering the image of the featureless black orb captured on the human probe. “Impossible. It would have to be unlike any life ever discovered.”

      “It is. They are.” The spokeswoman nodded and drew a data-crystal from her robes. They were like the nodes that the humans used—a crystal matrix capable of computing and retaining vast amounts of information—but unlike the human nodes, these had no metal components, and each one glowed with a dim blue light.

      Dalia watched as the spokeswoman placed the crystal in the air before them all, then gestured into its field of radiance, subtly selecting data that she had stored there.

      In the glow of the data-crystal’s radiance, a picture started to appear. At first, Dalia thought it was an image of the Archon device, as there appeared a dark two-dimensional circle. However, as the crystal built up the layers of the image, Dalia realized that she wasn’t looking at an orb, but instead at a funnel in stony ground.

      “Sector 3. We call it simply the Well,” the spokeswoman said. “Our explorers discovered the site almost two generations ago, and from that day, all record of it has been classified.”

      “Sector 3?” Dalia echoed. “That’s a long way out.” Or a long way in, she corrected. It was a sector that was closer to the galactic center than their own.

      “Yes,” the spokeswoman agreed. “On the inside of the Well, there are inscriptions, left by some ancient race. We do not know who they were, or how they lived, only that this is all there is left of their culture. And their inscriptions show designs like the Black Sun, repeatedly destroying whole peoples, worlds.” She drew a breath. “And there is script. Not all of it is translatable, but it seems to bear some markers to early Ilya that we speak, root-humanoid, even Mondrauk.”

      Dalia was staggered at this revelation. That meant that someone had learned the earliest languages of all their races. Of entire species.

      But there had always been other alien civilizations in the galaxy, hadn’t there? Dalia argued with herself. While the Ilythians prided themselves as amongst the oldest in this half of the galaxy, that did not mean there couldn’t have been countless others even older than theirs.

      “From what we could gather, these inscriptions seem to suggest that the Black Suns are the gods spoken about in many proto-myths throughout intelligent life. That they waged wars against each other for unknown purposes, and that they punished and tormented the lesser races around them in whatever strange games that they played.”

      Dalia gasped. “But, what, wait…” She shook her head. “But that would mean that the Archon device is…sentient?”

      “Yes.” The spokeswoman nodded. “So it is not so much a case of the Eternal Empress discovering an ancient weapon, but instead making a pact with an ancient being. One that we had hoped had grown so ancient as to forget our little corner of the galaxy.”

      Dalia’s mind was racing to an altogether different, and more terrifying, conclusion. The transmitter in Bonetown had been linked with the distant Archon device. As soon as Anders had touched it, he had seemed to be injured, or ill…

      Or infected.

      Anders hadn’t been hit by a PK blast, Dalia thought. He had gazed into the mind of a god—and one which was now attempting to be contained by Jake, a human boy with little psychic training, and barely at his second decade of life.

      “I have to go!” Dalia said, horrified. She had to get that thing out of Jake’s head. Somehow. She didn’t know how, but she would have to find a way.

      “Daughter, wait!” Her father’s voice paused her. “All that matters now is that we have the confirmation to take action against humanity, to prevent them from awakening the Black Sun.”

      As Dalia still struggled with the ramifications of everything that she had learned in the last few minutes, her father drew forth from his desk his own holo-images, flinging them into the air above their heads.

      It showed a picture of Golden Throne space, with various colony worlds highlighted in green. And there, in the center of that image, was a glowing green circle.

      “These are the most important strategic worlds for the Golden Throne, at which they refuel, re-provision, and resupply,” her father said. “And the central marker is where we believe the location of Imperial 1 to be, the space citadel of the Eternal Empress herself.”

      “Surely we have more important issues to consider now, Master Iktin!” the recordist snapped.

      “On the contrary, Recordist. If we make decisive strikes now, surprise attacks using viral agents against the colony worlds, and a full-scale bombardment of Imperial 1, I believe that we can halt the empress’s plans in their tracks,” her father said with a hint of contentment.

      “You’re talking about genocide,” the spokeswoman said seriously. “Our fight is against the Black Sun, not against the human civilians of the Golden Throne.”

      “The human civilians allow the Eternal Empress to continue her insane plans!” her father said, rising from his seat. Dalia saw the fire spark in his eyes. “These humans you are so easy to forgive are as culpable as the Eternal Empress herself! And besides, what I am proposing is the only way to ensure that we put a stop to this nonsense, forever and for good!”

      Dalia knew that her father was a military-minded man. It ran in his blood, being from House Tularin after all.

      Doesn’t that mean it runs in mine, too? Dalia had to consider.

      But her father was looking at this problem with the eyes of a warrior—that the only way to ensure that humanity never got a chance to awaken the power of the Black Sun was to punish them so terribly, so awfully, that they would never be able to build up to this point ever again.

      “There will have to be a special convening of the Council of Ilythia to even discuss your plans.” The Spokeswoman was frowning deeply.

      This isn’t just a split between my father and the spokeswoman, Dalia thought. It was a split between the House of Tularin and the peaceful unificationists like the spokewoman and the vast majority of Ilythian society.

      “Actually, Spokeswoman…” The recordist cleared his throat. “Given the circumstances, Master Iktin has the right to invoke a closed session of the council, owing to the extreme danger that we are facing.” The recordist glanced at her father. “Do you invoke that right, Master of House Tularin?”

      “I do,” her father stated proudly, and Dalia suddenly felt certain that this had been her father’s plan all along. That was why the beacon led to the Tularin checkpoint, and that was why he brought me here to argue his case with the other senior members of the council!

      “How many human lives lost, Master Iktin?” Spokeswoman Weno said severely. “A billion? Two? Three?”

      In answer, her father just shook his head at what he clearly considered to be a trivial question. “This is a war. And we lose lives in a war.” He pounded his fist on his desk. “How many hundreds of thousands do you think we lost on Eadaryn?”

      “Three hundred and forty-six thousand, two hundred and eleven souls were returned to the Sul’imar,” Spokeswoman Weno stated without skipping a beat.

      Dalia watched as her father blinked slowly. “And just how many do you think we will lose when the Eternal Empress asks the Black Sun to destroy Ilythia?”

      The Ilythian agent looked between her father and the spokeswoman, who clearly seemed to have a difference of opinion for how to conduct this war. Which was hardly unsurprising. The Ilythians hadn’t been in an offensive war against another civilization for generations.

      But then, the Spokeswoman Weno hung her head, and her shoulders drooped. “Your plan is approved by my vote also,” she stated, and there were only three possible voters in the room. It didn’t matter what the recordist declared, even though he nodded his agreement as well.

      “Motion carried,” the spokeswoman hissed the words bitterly. “Master Iktin’s dual attack on the Golden Throne is approved.”

      Dalia couldn’t stand to hear any more. As far as she was concerned, this was all madness. Utter madness.

      And right now, one of my friends is trying to contain the mind of a god inside his own, she thought, spinning on her heel and making for the door.
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      Anders looked at Jake and felt fear. He sat beside the youth in a small alcove room—cell, Anders reminded himself—with his arm around the youth on the low stone bench to stop him from falling onto the marble floor below. This close, Anders could feel the waves of terror emanating from the young PK, and it hit Anders’s mind like waves crashing against the shore.

      “Boss…” Patch murmured, nudging him in the side to avoid the detection of the Ilythian guards who stood outside the archway.

      To be fair, at least their cell didn’t look like a prison. It was a roughly octagonal room with stone benches around the inner walls, stone walls and stone floor and one narrow but high arched doorway. There was no door occupying the gap, although Anders could see the semi-visible heat-haze that indicated a field separating them from their guards. The two Ilythian soldiers were visible through the field, and they were as immobile as statues.

      Anders waited a moment to make sure that neither outside guard turned to look at them, and then whispered back, “What is it?”

      Patch half-opened his hand to reveal Anders’s damaged node, which Patch had been working on before they’d been intercepted by the House of Tularin. It looked just the same as before—a smooth orb of crystal with the visible intricate traceries of gold wire like microchips threading through its heart. But there was also a faint white radiance emanating from it, pulsing in a slow, steady rhythm.

      “I meant to tell you before…” Patch said. “I managed to get the subroutines back up and operational. Your simulated intelligence should be working now.”

      “Patch, you are a genius!” Anders gasped, taking the node and palming it quickly as one of the Ilythians slowly looked over his shoulder at them. The guard didn’t say anything, but Anders froze all the same.

      Have I been caught? His mind was already trying to formulate a plan of how he would deal with it. There is room for only one Ilythian through the door at a time. A bottleneck. But he would have to rely on the idea that they would be so stupid as to walk in without raising their weapons.

      “Huj,” he heard one of the Ilythians grunt to the other, and he gritted his teeth in frustration. If he had Moriarty up and running, then the intelligence would have been able to translate for him. As it was, he would now have to rely on body language alone.

      Luckily for Anders, the body language of soldiers appeared to be the same the world over when he saw them suddenly stand to attention.

      Someone is coming, Anders thought. A superior officer, by the looks of it.

      There came the sound of soft shoes padding on stone, and then a third Ilythian appeared—another male with a somewhat squarish jaw, as opposed to the finely tapered one that most Ilythians had. He had black hair cut in a short style and carried himself like a solider, although this one was wearing robes rather than the full plate that the guards were.

      “Velimar?”

      “Ossia-oronwe, alei!”

      Anders tried to follow their conversation as best he could. This was some kind of superior officer, checking on the prisoners, he thought, and was rewarded by the unarmored Ilythian now turning to regard them directly.

      “Hi,” Anders said with a scowl.

      The unarmored officer raised an eyebrow and continued to mutter to the guards, who nodded and stood a little straighter. Anders was surprised when the officer then turned back to him and cleared his throat.

      “Lieutenant Anders Corsigon,” the Ilythian said with a heavy accent. “You and your compatriots have been accused and tried of breaking the Law of Integrity, which forbids enemy races entrance to Ilythian Space.”

      “Hold on—” Patch burst out. “Do you know why we jumped out here? We’re trying to save—”

      “But in our leniency,” the officer raised his voice to speak over the Voider. “And given the fact that you appear to have proved useful to a daughter of the Ilythian people, Agent Dchllyiealoparisaan, we are forgoing the traditional punishment for one breaking such a crime, which would be death, and instead offering you the traditional House Tularin punishment.”

      “This is outrageous—” Patch burst out. Despite all the terrors and near-death events that he had gone through, Anders was aware that Patch McGuire was still young. Full of fire and passion. Which could get us killed, Anders thought, clearing his throat.

      “And what is the traditional punishment of House Tularin?” Anders stated.

      “Trial by combat,” the officer said, giving one perfunctory nod. “We are already preparing the arena and will be with you shortly.”

      “How many of us fight?” Anders stated.

      The officer frowned. “Why, each of you do, Lieutenant, as each of you broke the Law of Integrity.”

      That can’t be allowed to happen. Anders cast a glance at his two companions. Patch was young, and he was no fighter. And Jake was even younger, and half-conscious.

      “It is only proper to inform you all,” the robed officer said smoothly, “that it is common for one, or other, or both of the contestants to die in this punishment. Each of you should consider making peace with whatever deities you humans observe.” The Ilythian turned to go.

      “Wait! Where is Dalia—I mean, Dchllyiea!?” Anders called out loudly. He mangled her name, but the officer still paused.

      “She has been returned to her rightful place in Ilythian society.” The officer looked at him carefully. “I would advise you to start making new Ilythian friends, Lieutenant Corsigon. There is, after all, a war between our two peoples, which would technically make you prisoners of that war.” The robed officer gave a small shrug. “But that does depend on whether you are still alive in order to make friends, of course.”

      Anders growled. Stuck-up, son-of-a—

      But the officer was already nodding at the two guards and returning to his soft-paced march back through the stone corridors. The guards regarded their prisoners on the other side of the field for a moment, before seeming satisfied that they wouldn’t cause any trouble and returning to their posts.

      Carefully, Anders slipped the node up to the inside of his Ilythian suit’s collar—since they hadn’t been ordered to take them off yet—and pressed the node inside, where he felt its reassuring cool crystal surface against his throat.

      “Good morning, ah, excuse me, calibrating for local differences. Afternoon, approximately fourteen hours and twenty-three minutes, season of Tmau,” Moriarty’s voice chimed. It was muffled, but still it made Anders wince. “I take it that you are in a spot of bother, sir?”

      “Nice to hear you, too,” Anders barely had to whisper the words since he knew that the vibrations of his throat would transfer his words to the simulated intelligence. “No time to explain. Conduct a full scan of the locality to bring yourself up to speed.”

      “Operating, sir…” the curiously cultured and well-mannered voice of the intelligence said, at several gauges lower than before so that only Anders seemed able to hear it. A second later, it returned.

      “Ah. I see. Congratulations for being one of only one hundred and forty-eight humans who have ever seen the surface of Ilythia, and one of only three who have seen the inside of the Tularin Stronghold,” Moriarty said with the characteristic confidence that all simulated intelligences had.

      Lucky for him, he can’t feel the waves of fear being generated by the boy beside me! Anders thought. He also noted that of the three humans ever to be inside the floating stronghold of House Tularin, all three of them were currently sharing the room—cell—with him currently.

      “Moriarty. Can you disable the field on the door?” Anders breathed.

      There was a pause, and Anders felt the node grow a little colder as it worked against his throat. “I can create an interference field, sir, but as I no longer have access to the Nova’s memory-banks—”

      He was referring, of course, to the clipper ship that had been Moriarty’s home, which Anders realized was presumably now lying in a broken, melted heap on the surface of ruined Terevesin.

      “—it will take all of your node’s available processing power.”

      “What are you telling me, Moriarty?” Anders growled.

      “That, tactically, sir, it would be considered an unwise move. The two Ilythian guards have heavy phase weapons, and my field-generating skills would be better deployed producing a light shield for you and your companions.”

      “We have to get out of the damn room first, Moriarty,” Anders said. That was one of the few problems with tactical intelligences like his—they were accurate to a fault and could precisely indicate just how foolish and insane any of his battle-plans were.

      “Do it, Moriarty,” Anders said. “Let me worry about the guards.”

      “Sir, I presume that I do not have to remind you that you have no weapons?” Moriarty stated.

      “No, you really don’t,” Anders muttered, closing his hands into a fist. He was a good brawler, he knew that much, but he had also seen the way that Dalia fought—whirling kicks and back hands and elbows and heavens knew what else. All he could do was hope that Dalia was some kind of prodigy.

      But I cannot let the other two get into any arena against a trained Ilythian fighter, Anders thought. They’ll be torn to pieces in minutes.
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      “Sir? Ready to execute,” Moriarty said, his voice low as the node was pressed against Anders’s neck.

      Anders spared a look at Patch, who returned the glance owlishly. “You know what to do?” Anders whispered.

      “Sure thing, boss… Cover Jake. Find a ship,” Patch breathed.

      It’s a terrible plan, Anders thought. But it was the best that he could come up with in the scant few minutes he had. That Ilythian officer said they were preparing the arena right away, which meant that by the time that even an hour had passed, Anders might be looking at the dead bodies of his friends unless he did something.

      “It’s just…” Patch murmured, looking at his hands disconsolately. “The Ilythians were supposed to help us. They were supposed to be on our side against the Archon device…”

      “I know that, Patch,” Anders said, not altogether unkindly. He’s too young for this, too trusting, Anders thought grimly. He knew that this was probably Patch McGuire’s first experience with serious conflict, and he was the sort of guy who thought that as soon as you explained the real threat, everyone would give up their arms, become best buddies, and work together.

      “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that,” Anders answered both his own thoughts and Patch’s. The Ilythians were on a war-footing, and they would probably not spare a thought to whatever Patch and Anders had to tell them about the empress’s apocalypse weapon.

      Which means we have to do this ourselves. Anders focused, breathed. “Execute,” he sub-vocalized to Moriarty as he stood up.

      Anders felt a shiver of field-energy pass over him as the node at his neck pulsed. It felt like a sudden, light breeze of chill air that made his skin prickle. He couldn’t see the interference wave visibly, but he saw the way that the blue of the field over the door shimmered once, then disappeared.

      “Holding the field… Processing power at eighty-eight percent,” the node stated, his voice sounding crackly and distorted as Moriarty used all of his available processing power.

      Right then. Anders moved. Let’s see how good you really are.

      The two Ilythian guards stood on either side of the door, meaning that Anders had to pick one to attack first. He chose the one on the left, mainly because he could lead with his right hand.

      The policeman stepped into the archway as smoothly and as softly as he could, bringing up his hands as he prepared to strike—

      —but the Ilythians were a people with very fine senses, which were only enhanced by their helmets’ capabilities. The left-side Ilythian must have spotted a movement out of the corner of his eye, or heard the pad of Anders’s feet, as he flinched suddenly and turned toward the human bearing down on him.

      Anders popped him dead in the center of the helmet, where the Ilythian’s nose would be if it wasn’t covered by the strange, shell-like metal.

      “Ach!” The strike hurt Anders probably much more than it did the alien, but it was enough to disorientate the guard for just a second.

      “Anders, behind you!” Patch was shouting as Anders stepped into the Ilythian’s guard, both hands grabbing the halberd-rifle that he was trying to raise.

      The other guard was also moving, and Anders didn’t have any time to strike his target again as he threw himself out into the corridor, still holding onto the alien’s weapon as he swung the Ilythian around. Anders’s back hit the opposite wall at the same time as the guard he was locked in a wrestling match with hit the second guard. There was a clash and a grunt, and Anders stamped forward with one boot.

      Hss! Another lance of pain as the Ilythian’s suit was far tougher than even Anders’s service boot, but this was all diversionary tactics anyway. He had achieved his goal. The Ilythian he was struggling with fell back, and Anders was now reversing his grip on the stolen weapon, bringing up the rifle end and—

      Frack it! Anders swore as his hands tightened on nothing at all. These guns have no triggers! How in the void of space do you fire them!?

      Anders saw a trio of buttons on the side of the hand grip. That had to be it! The two Ilythian guards were disentangling themselves from the floor and rising toward him.

      PHZT! Just as something struck him in the back, and Anders was flung back against the wall as pain spasmed through him.

      “Arg!”

      “Anders!” He heard Patch shout, but Anders’s head was ringing like a bell as he tried to push himself back from the floor. Only to find that he couldn’t move.

      What? How bad—

      “Sir. Processing at ten percent. You’ve been hit. Some kind of muscle tranquilizer— GZZZT!” Moriarty whispered before there was a faint pop and he went silent. The blue field snapped back into place over the door, and Anders was left on the floor, wincing in pain as the two guards jumped to their feet. The one he had stolen the halberd from kicked him savagely in the side.

      “Ushimo! La’vol, hy-ulian!” He heard a different, angry voice coming from behind him, and the attacking guard stepped back.

      “Huj!” his assailant said, before quickly followed by another.

      It’s the officer. He’s come back—

      And then a shadow fell over Anders’s face, and alien hands grabbed him by the shoulders and flipped him over.

      It was Dalia.
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      “Dalia! What the crap are you doing?” Anders wheezed as the strong Ilythian agent seized him and lifted him up to balance against the wall. Even though Anders’s head still felt like it was filled with an angry swarm of bees, he could see that the Ilythian appeared perturbed. She was squinting and biting her bottom lip.

      “I’m sorry, Anders. Just do as I say, and I’ll figure something out,” she said as more Ilythian voices broke around them.

      This time, it was the Ilythian robed officer from before, and he had brought a quartet of guards, each one seeming as unemotional as the first two had been—before Anders had dared to steal one of their weapons, that was.

      The superior officer looked from Dalia to Anders and made a scornful expression addressing Anders directly. “Lieutenant Corsigon, were this any other situation, I would be forced to recommend the first punishment we discussed for this.”

      “You can’t expect a prisoner of war to not attempt an escape,” Dalia pointed out defiantly.

      The robed officer gave a low growl. “Sister, you would do well to remember what side you are fighting on!” He nodded for the guards to step forward and seize Anders.

      “These humans saved my life, Captain Uval,” Anders heard Dalia say as he was roughly manhandled and Ilythian hands patted him down to check for any weapons.

      “I will tell you just what I told my father—that these people are working on the same side as us!” Dalia burst out.

      Anders heard the officer snort in disgust. “Then I would suggest that you return to speak to your father,” the Ilythian called Captain Uval stated, “because it was he who ordered me to present these three humans to the arena for Tularin judgement. I believe that Master Iktin has decided that we cannot trust them until they prove themselves.”

      “Prove themselves!?” Dalia snapped, stepping between Anders and Uval. “Are you serious? Have you any idea how many times they fought the assassins and Marines of the Eternal Empress to get here?”

      Captain Uval took a step forward too, so that he was standing almost nose to nose with the daughter of the Master of House Tularin. “I am merely following the wishes of your father, and so yes, I am deadly serious.” The captain held Dalia’s gaze for a long moment, and when it was clear that he wasn’t going to back down, Dalia let out a cat-like hiss of annoyance and looked away.

      “Take them to the arena,” Uval said, and Anders felt himself hauled backward down the corridor.

      “Dalia!” Anders managed to cough as he struggled—to no avail—against his captors. “It’s Jake! You must calm Jake!” he said before they turned a corner and he could no longer see her.
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      “Moriarty? Moriarty, are you operational?” Anders breathed as low as he could, before coughing a little louder to hide his sub-vocalized commands.

      There was no sound from the node at his neck, but Anders knew that didn’t mean that Moriarty was inoperable. He spent all of his available processing power. He might be recharging.

      Still, Anders hoped that his simulated intelligence would recharge damn quickly, since it looked like he might need him in the next few minutes…

      Anders sat on a low stone bench in a small gallery, looking out onto a circular flagstone arena. His gallery had two sets of Ilythian guards at either end, and then there was one of the three archways that led into the arena, and another two galleries that appeared to be slowly filling up with other Ilythians.

      None of them wore armor, Anders saw, but they all appeared to be people of some importance in Ilythian society. He wished that Moriarty was working, because the intelligence would have access to the entire data-field of the Golden Throne and would be able to tell him what was going on.

      The robed Ilythians were tall or short, broad or thin, male and female. Their clothes were simple tunics and trousers with over-robes of rippling colors, but there was always a predominance of crimson-red, which Anders was coming to understand was the color of House Tularin. They chatted together in groups of twos or threes, appearing jovial, excited even over the blood sport they were about to witness.

      These people are just as bad as the Eternal Empress. Anders sneered at them. Although he instantly knew that wasn’t true. So far, he hadn’t heard anything about House Tularin or the Ilythians attempting to destroy entire planets. But their callousness is the same, he thought, his anger only concentrating.

      In the furious middle of his rage, Anders suddenly felt his mood plummet to the deepest gloom. It’s useless, he thought. All of this has been for nothing. The thoughts surrounded him, threatening to cast aside all hope.

      Maybe I was stupid for thinking that the Ilythians would help, he castigated himself. Perhaps all that he had done was to hand over to them the secrets of the Golden Throne. Maybe all I did was to make the war worse.

      Anders had been trying to stop the war. And now, here he was surrounded by the very people he had wanted to listen to him, only to find out that they were as bloodthirsty as the people he had left behind.

      I should have stayed on Hectamon 7. I should have—

      But no, even Anders couldn’t lie to himself so completely. It was not in the man’s nature, a police officer who had devoted the majority of his working life to uncovering the truth, no matter where it had taken him.

      Anders knew that he couldn’t have stayed on Hectamon 7, and that he would have done precisely the same again if he’d the time back. He had wanted to bring the killers of the strange clones to justice, and he would want to do the same thing again, and again.

      Because that is who I am, Anders consoled himself. I’m a policeman. I protect people. I catch the bad guys.

      But a niggling little thought struck him: what was he supposed to do when everyone around him seemed to be the bad guys?

      “Sir.” It was Moriarty, his voice distant and muffled, sounding weak.

      “Thank the stars, Moriarty!” Anders hissed as the galleries slowly filled up around him. “I need you to find a way out of this,” Anders whispered, before adding, “even if that means through every Ilythian contestant and guard.”

      “Right away, sir.” Even Moriarty managed to sound subdued.

      “Boss!” He heard a shout and looked up to see that it was Patch, being manhandled to the side of one of the galleries by two guards.

      “Patch!” Anders half-stood, eliciting a leveling of the halberd-rifles of the guards around him, but there was nothing he could do to help his friend.

      And then Anders staggered as a headache opened between his eyes like a rose of pain, and he felt that once-again familiar buzz and roar of what he called the ‘black river.’ It happened at the exact same time that Jake was hauled into the arena from the opposite door to Patch, to similarly be held on the edge of the galleries.

      The young PK was having trouble controlling his abilities, Anders saw, and he was still clearly infected with whatever had passed from the transmitter to Anders’s mind back in Bonetown. The ex-officer could see across the arena how Jake was shaking and trembling, half-hunching himself over, hands cradling his head.

      No. Anders felt his pulse race. The wave of psychic energy was ebbing, but it had not gone unnoticed by the nearest Ilythians, including Jake’s guards, who all flinched and appeared upset by the subconscious disease that Jake was spreading.

      “Friends, calm yourselves!” A new, stronger Ilythian voice broke over the low murmurs of alarm, and Anders looked up to see that above the tiered gallery was some kind of box, and the familiar form of Master Iktin, the leader of House Tularin and Dalia’s father, stood at the edge of the box, looking down. He no longer wore the heavy golden plate, but was instead dressed in different variations of the same crimson red. He looked like some ancient sort of king, Anders thought.

      “Friends, be seated!” Even Master Iktin appeared to be a little perturbed by the low ebb and flow of unease and fear spreading from Jake. Anders wondered if it was a good thing that the Ilythians didn’t know that Jake was the cause of their upset.

      Can I use that to our advantage?

      Eventually, the galleries of expectant warrior Ilythians settled down into an almost shuffling sort of a silence, and Anders watched as Master Iktin raised his long-fingered hand in some sort of ritualized gesture.

      “Who you see before you are three invaders to Ilythian space. They are humans who have dared to break the Law of Integrity!” he said sternly.

      “Kill them!” an exuberant sort of Ilythian called out, followed by a chorus of claps and cheers at the suggestion.

      Wow, thanks, Anders grumbled to himself. At least Moriarty was translating the Ilythian language for them.

      “Customarily, I would agree with you!” Iktin responded directly to the heckler. “However, we have to also consider that these humans here are defectors from the Golden Throne—”

      Another hiss of anger at the merest mention of the Ilythian’s enemy.

      “And that they may prove a valuable service to House Tularin!” Iktin continued.

      “What good can a human be to us!?” This time, it was another heckler who called out, and Iktin paused to allow the crowd to laugh and cheer.

      “Perhaps you are right, but my own daughter, Dchllyiealoparisaan, has assured me of their loyalty to the Ilythian cause,” Iktin said.

      There was another mutter of angry, incredulous voices, and Anders suddenly saw what it was he was dealing with. Whatever he said to convince Master Iktin or even the famous Council of Ilythia, these aliens had their own internal politics, and Anders would never be able to receive their unanimous aid.

      “Of course, we cannot allow them to roam the streets of Ilythia unchecked!” Iktin continued. “So, I have decided that they are to be tested, each one, in the traditional House Tularin way.”

      There were a few cries of anger from the assembled representatives, but Anders saw that there were more considering faces amongst the aliens. This warrior sect seemed to place a lot of importance on these barbaric customs, Anders realized.

      “Every one of us here has undergone this challenge, hopefully not as a punishment but as a rite of passage. It is by the testing and the spilling of blood that we know who our true allies and friends are,” Iktin said, which appeared to be a favored adage of the house, because there was an immediate outbreak of clapping.

      “And so, let the challenge begin! Bring on the first accused!” Iktin said, and the guards savagely pushed Patch forward to stumble a few steps into the ring.

      “No!” Anders stepped forward, shouting. He now saw that there were two blades lying on the floor in the middle of the small arena. Each one was long and double-ended, with a handlebar in the middle.

      This wasn’t supposed to go like this! Anders thought in alarm as Patch, looking small and thin and so very young, turned to look fearfully back at Anders.

      “Boss?” the young Voider whimpered.

      “NO!” Anders roared again, pushing as close to the blue-edged field that separated him from the arena floor as he could. “NO! Take me! I will fight in his stead!” Anders was shouting.

      “Sit back down, human!” One of his guards leveled his halberd-rifle at him, and the Ilythian guard next to him chuckled.

      But Master Iktin had heard Anders’s outburst and turned to look down at him. “Challenger, you do not have the right nor the jurisdiction to claim your fight. You are a prisoner of war.”

      “I will fight in his stead!” Anders shouted once more. He was out of options. He had no clever plans to get his friends out of this mess now. All he had was his conviction. “I will fight each of their fights myself—just spare my friends!” Anders shouted.

      The galleries around Anders burst into an uproar of both cheers and hisses. These Tularin favor strength, Anders thought. They believe in courage, and bravery…

      And savagery.

      “I will fight every warrior you send at me!” Anders called out, loud enough for the gallery around him to hear his words. “I will fight them all. And if I have to, I will kill them all too!” He snarled at them all. In that moment, Anders even believed what he was saying.

      The galleries of Tularin Ilythians appeared to like his outburst, however, as there were more cheers, and even the occasional shout of “let him fight! The human has a little spirit, I see!”

      “Easy, easy…” Master Iktin waved the crowds back to their seats, then he cleared his throat and addressed Anders. “You would fight in the stead of your two accomplices, as well as your own? Three fresh Ilythian warriors, back-to-back, while you have not had a moment’s rest or healing?” Iktin asked.

      “I would. And more,” Anders called back defiantly. And in this, he knew he was speaking the truth. I will stand between every one of you and my friends if I have to, he knew.

      “And if you should fall, or submit, to any of the fighter, you are willing to doom your friends to execution?” Master Iktin said.

      What? Anders rocked on his feet.

      “Tell me, Lieutenant, are you so very sure of your skills?” Iktin said, and the galleries all around them went silent as the Tularin Ilythians listened with eager, pointed ears.

      “Sir, the chances of you surviving three back-to-back fights, depending on the quality of your opponents of course…” Moriarty informed him, “…well, it has a downward cascade of probability.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence Moriarty,” Anders whispered, before he stepped forward once more, lifting his chin and his voice.

      “I am sure, Master Iktin!” Anders said, and the gallery of war-like aliens burst into rapturous applause.

      “Then by all means, Lieutenant, come and meet your first challenger!” Master Iktin called out grandiosely. Two Ilythian guards rushed forward to seize Patch and drag him back into custody.

      “Boss, no!” Patch managed to whimper amid the clapping and roaring.

      “Don’t worry, Patch. Everything is going to be alright,” Anders said, but not even his fierce anger could make him believe it.
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      “Sir? Have I ever informed you how surprised I am that you have managed to survive this far?” Moriarty mumbled against Anders’s neck.

      “I thought simulated intelligences couldn’t get surprised,” Anders muttered back. He was currently standing in the middle of the stone arena, looking down at the two bladed weapons before him. Strange, he thought. This is just like the Night Raiders of Bonetown. Everyone had thought that they were the psychopathic ones. Maybe the truth was that every civilization was bat-crap crazy.

      “You’re quite right, sir. I cannot feel surprise, but I remain statistically interested in how you continue to remain outside the curve of probability,” Moriarty demurred.

      “Is that your polite way of saying I’m screwed, Moriarty?” Anders grumbled.

      “Colloquially speaking, sir, that would be an affirmative,” Moriarty informed him, without even a hint of irony or sarcasm.

      Outstanding, Anders grumbled. The gallery around him had quieted down to a low muttering as they waited for the blood-letting to begin.

      But what was worse was that Anders could still feel the twinge of pain from his lower back where he had been shot with whatever tranquilizer or sedative that Dalia had shot him with—he presumed that she had been trying to stop him from getting killed.

      I’m not even at full strength, Anders thought irritably as he started to limber up, stretching and shaking out his long limbs and cricking his neck from one side to the other.

      “Huj!” Anders heard a shout. It was the Captain Uval again, standing opposite him. Immediately, all the guards snapped to attention and an air of nervous anticipation filled the room.

      “Your challenger has been selected,” Captain Uval said, in the Empress’s English even, for Anders’s benefit. Uval turned and nodded as a shadowy shape walked out from the passageway behind them.

      “Welcome to the arena, House Tularin warrior, Kibet’ia the Strong!” Uval shouted, and Anders was reminded of the boxing matches on Hectamon 7. His home system was also home to the Golden Throne deathmatch known as the Challenge, with Hectamon 7 as the nearest, large throne colony world. That meant that it had become an unofficial supplier and supporter of the three-day event, and there were numerous fighting bouts held throughout the city at any time.

      But none of the gyms nor the fighting rings had ever played host to an Ilythian fighter, Anders knew. He knew this because it had been his job to police the sometimes overexuberant crowds. The Ilythians had always painted themselves as a peaceful people and had deigned to never enter the empress’s only blood sport.

      But this fella doesn’t look peaceful in the slightest, Anders thought as a large—a very large—Ilythian stalked into the arena. Many Ilythians tended to be tall and thin, but this one was easily 6’5” and broad-shouldered to boot. He wore the same light Ilythian scout armor that Anders wore, and he had a topknot of white hair that added another five inches to his height.

      The Ilythian had parallel white scars running down either cheek, and his eyes, although a viridian green, were sharp with cold determination as he marched.

      It also seemed like the crowds recognized him and approved. Shouts of ‘Kibet! Kibet! Kibet’ia!’ broke out all around Anders with a feverish glee.

      Wonderful, Anders groaned, pausing to study his opponent. Looks like I’m fighting the hometown hero.

      “Sir , he has a limp on his right leg. I ascertain a twenty-three percent loss of mobility,” Moriarty whispered. “Possible hip displacement or historic knee injury.”

      At last, Anders thought, Moriarty is paying off.

      Anders stayed where he was as Kibet’ia sauntered up to him, to each stand over the two long blades on the floor. The Ilythian didn’t say a word, and Anders was forced to look up at him.

      “Hi,” Anders couldn’t resist saying, his voice heavy with sarcasm. Even though this Kibet’ia was much taller and a little broader than he was, Anders thought that he had already got a measure of him, in the way that he projected calm authority.

      He knows that the eyes of the crowd are on him. He knows that everyone thinks he’s going to win. Anders had met humans like this before.

      And in my experience? Anders glared at the Ilythian. They all went down like anyone else.

      “Contestants! Pick up your weapons and break!” Captain Uval shouted, and Anders did so, lowering himself into a crouch as he kept his eyes on Kibet’ia opposite him, who was doing exactly the same.

      He is favoring his left leg, Anders realized. Moriarty had been right. Some kind of hip injury, not noticeable to anyone who wasn’t either a tactically trained super-computer or an investigative police officer.

      Anders copied Kibet’ia’s movements as he stepped back a few more feet, holding the awkward weapon in his hands. Ah. That was one other problem that Anders knew that he had to solve, and quickly. Apart from having a murderous giant Ilythian ready to kill me.

      Anders had received Throne Marine training, which had included a wide variety of weapons styles, but the Marines didn’t specialize in hand-to-hand combat—not at basic training level, anyway. Although Anders knew the basic parries and thrusts with a polearm—which was what the nearest human weapon to this style would be—he was much, much better as a brawler and a shooter.

      Well, I guess I’ll just have to learn quick, Anders thought, not realizing just how quickly that would have to be, as Captain Uval’s voice shouted:

      “FIGHT!”

      Kibet’ia sprang forward, clearing the few meters in a single bound. But he didn’t perform the attack that Anders had been expecting—a direct overhead slash with the blade.

      Frack! Anders had already half-raised his own weapon to counter what he had been, but Kibet’ia instead made a sweep with the blade, letting go with one hand to allow a wider reach.

      Anders had no option but to jump back, sucking in his stomach as his opponent’s blade soared harmlessly past his gut. Anders kept on skipping back a few paces as Kibet’ia kept pace with him but did not attempt another attack.

      Instead, the Ilythian had returned his weapon to a guarding stance in front of his body.

      The two contestants slowed to a skipping sort of a walk around each other, and Anders realized that the entire first few movements had just been a test. This Kibet’ia is actually good, Anders thought in dismay as he jabbed forward with his own blade, for the Ilythian to easily sidestep and return a similar jab that was easy for Anders to dodge.

      The two men were testing each other’s reflexes, building their own muscle-memory as their bodies read the way that each other moved, reacted, assumed…

      But he’s still a big warrior at the top of his game, Anders told himself. He’s still certain that he is going to win…

      This was information that Anders could use. And what was more, it was information that Anders knew how to use. As a police officer, he had excelled at reading body language and intention and knew that the difference between life and death was often just a matter of mistaken perception.

      Kibet’ia jabbed again with the weapon, and this time, Anders knew that it was a test. He gave ground, not even attempting to parry.

      “Combat analysis: he leads with his left side, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      Kibet’ia was a big fighter, and like all big fighters that Anders had ever known, he got annoyed when his smaller and weaker opponent appeared to be not presenting much of a fight. He stepped forward and swung, leading from his left.

      Clang! This time, Anders stepped into the alien’s swing, bringing the strange bladed weapon up to parry the blow. He made sure that he was holding the handle with both hands, but the impact still juddered down his arms and woke the pain in his side where he’d recently been kicked.

      Now! Anders thought.

      Kibet’ia snarled as he reversed his swing, rebounding easily off Anders’s blade to bring his own weapon slicing down, about to cleave Anders in two.

      But although Anders might not have been much of a bladesman, he was one hell of a brawler. He stepped forward, swiveling his hip to bring a stomping boot down in the Ilythian’s right knee.

      “Argh!” Although the blow wasn’t enough to snap the alien’s kneecap underneath the light mesh armor he wore, it was enough to cause Kibet’ia to stumble back on his bad hip, wobbling as he started to topple.

      “Back!” Moriarty said suddenly as Anders was moving to press his advantage, but the simulated intelligence was many times faster than he was. True to Moriarty’s prediction, Kibet’ia flung a desperate upward swing with his blade as he toppled over, a blow that would have probably disemboweled Anders if he’d stayed on his original course.

      The Ilythian roared as he hit the stone floor, already twisting to roll away from the expected lunge that the policeman was sure to make.

      But Anders didn’t spear forward to skewer the large Ilythian. He was a policeman, not a murderer. Instead he flung himself onto the larger man, hitting him with his knees as he grabbed the creature’s arm—holding the blade with one hand while holding his own weapon high.

      “You’re out!” Anders hissed, but he should have known that a fighter as proud as Kibet’ia wouldn’t give up so easily. The Ilythian bucked and kicked, threatening to topple Anders to one side, but the policeman wouldn’t let go of the Ilythian’s blade. Anders had always been a brawler, and his years of wrestling weapons from criminal hands only gave him the advantage. He slammed the Ilythian’s hand down on the deck, once, twice, and again.

      Kibet’ia the Strong proceeded to hammer Anders in the ribs. It turned out that he was aptly named. Anders gasped in pain, but he still wouldn’t let go.

      “Throat, sir!” Moriarty whispered, and Anders seized the opportunity. He allowed the big alien to keep on hitting him even though it hurt like hellfire as he swung his own weapon down to almost slice the Ilythian’s neck.

      Instantly, Kibet’ia’s attacks stopped as he was now staring at five inches of glitteringly sharp metal.

      “I said, you’re out!” Anders slammed the Ilythian’s hand on the deck once more, and it was strong enough to make Kibet’ia drop his own weapon.

      Silence fell over the arena as the two contestants stared at each other, panting. Anders kept on piling the pressure on the Ilythian’s arm and kept holding the blade in place until he saw Kibet’ia the Strong look down and away. The wolfish part of Anders’s heart knew what that meant. It was a universal gesture of submission. Any mammal would do the same; it was hardwired into their biology, dating back to whatever time when every race had evolved from whatever forests or savannahs they had all come from.

      Anders grunted his approval, groaning as he rolled off Kibet’ia and staggered to his feet, looking around for the box where Master Iktin was sure to be standing.

      “Sir!” Moriarty warned him.

      Frack! Anders jumped to one side, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid the tip of Kibet’ia’s blade as it sliced the back of his upper arm, just under where the light scout plate ended.

      “Ach!” Anders hissed in fury. “I told you to stay down!” Anders roared as he spun around. Kibet’ia had snatched up his weapon and jumped to the attack as soon as Anders had rolled off him. And now Anders was wounded, and Kibet’ia wasn’t.

      Maybe not all mammals are the same, Anders was forced to consider as the Ilythian charged.

      But despite his injury, Anders knew that Kibet’ia was shamed. He swung wildly, spinning on his heel to perform a whirlwind of blows that forced Anders back, and back, and back.

      Anders didn’t counterattack, he only parried. He let himself be pushed almost to the edge of the gallery wall.

      The policeman waited for his opportunity, knowing that every second he didn’t attack was only sending the big, impressive fighter into a rage.

      “Now, sir!” And then Kibet’ia did it. He raised his leading right leg to stomp Anders into the gallery wall, balancing on his injured hip.

      Anders ducked and swerved, kicking out at the same knee that he had hit before, but this time, the sweep hit the leg from behind, causing Kibet’ia to almost spin in the air as his head came crashing down on stone.

      Crunch. There was a sickening sound of popping bones as the back of the Ilythian’s head met rock, and his neck snapped before his body thumped to the stone beside him. Kibet’ia died in an instant, and Anders was still crouching beside him, weapon raised.

      “I didn’t mean to kill him!” Anders whispered desperately.

      “Threat neutralized,” Moriarty said in his deadpan, suave, and cultured voice.

      Anders was still looking at the dead body at his feet, noting how the Ilythian’s eyes were closing. I killed him, Anders was thinking, gritting his teeth. It wasn’t the fact that he had defended himself that so upset him; it was the fact that he seemed to be traveling further and further from the man that he had wanted to be. To protect people. To do the right thing.

      In his dismay, Anders hadn’t noticed how the rest of the House Tularin spectators were reacting. It slowly dawned on him that he was crouching in complete silence. When he looked up, he could see a throng of silent, judging alien faces glaring down at him.

      Oh dear…

      Until one of the Ilythians started to clap. And then another. And another. In a second, most of the Ilythians had gotten to their feet and were roaring and cheering their praise for this alien who had killed one of their own.

      You brutes. Anders slowly straightened up. Is this what I have to become in order to win? In order to save my friends?

      Not everyone, however, in House Tularin appeared to be as enthusiastic about Anders’s win. As the human was slowly rising to a look at Captain Uval stepping forward into the ring, Anders saw a flicker of movement to one side.

      “Sir! Gun!” Moriarty said, seconds before one of the Ilythian guards—the same one that Anders had wrestled the halberd-rifle from—raised his weapon and fired.
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      “Urgh!” Anders slammed into the floor, skidding across the blood-speckled stone. My own blood, a pained, dislocated thought reminded him. His side was in agony. The lights were too bright, and his ears were filled with the sounds of shouting and screaming.

      “Sir, you’ve been shot. Concentrated fourth-degree burns to the latissimus dorsi and lateral oblique muscles. Internal second-degree burns—” Moriarty was saying.

      I’ve been shot. Anders’s head was pounding with the thunder of his own pulse. But it was a laser shot. A burn. Burns aren’t as bad as puncture wounds.

      “Hyagh!” He heard a shout as a shape landed in the arena. It was lithe and thin, and even without being able to fully focus on it, Anders was sure of what he saw. It was Dalia, and she was engaging someone in combat.

      “Get up, sir. You have to get up. Bodily shock is your number one threat,” Moriarty informed him.

      “I know that,” Anders hissed through the pain, which felt like he was being stabbed in the side with a red-hot poker. But the intelligence was right, after all. Anders knew that since he wasn’t bleeding out, then it would be his own body’s natural need to shut down and recuperate, to slow his heartrate and force him into unconsciousness, that would be his downfall.

      Don’t think about it. Move. Anders had known other police officers and Marines who’d had special Gene Seer therapies to block their pain receptors. Some could even turn on and off their awareness of pain at will. But Anders was not one of those. Not only was it expensive, but the ex-officer had always thought that it was, well, cheating.

      Anders was the sort of man who knew that he needed the pain. Just like he needed the memory of Cassie and Sibbi and had never even considered attending psychotherapeutic reconditioning to deaden the hurt. The pain made him sharp. It kept him awake.

      But even so… Anders hissed through gritted teeth as he pushed himself up, tottering to his feet.

      Even so, sometimes he still wondered if he really should have opted for those pain-blockers.

      “Frack it!” he growled, staggering one step, then two. He found that Dalia was now backing toward him, a halberd-rifle in her hands as she lowered it defensively towards a group of Ilythian guards gathered around the body of Anders’s would-be assassin.

      “You killed him?” Anders wheezed as he saw that two more guards on the other side of the arena were stepping forward with their own weapons raised. They were surrounded. And he only had this ridiculous blade-weapon in his hands.

      “He was trying to kill you,” Dalia whispered back, sweeping her halberd-rifle before her in a low arc, making the angered House Tularin guards flinch and growl.

      “What is the meaning of this!” Captain Uval was demanding, the Ilythian officer’s thin voice rising to cut through the surge of shouts, cheers, and hisses.

      They seem to be enjoying the spectacle, Anders realized, suddenly feeling a wave of light-headedness wash over him. He couldn’t stand up for much longer. He knew that he had to fight now, or collapse—

      But before he could make his choice, or the Ilythian guards take their revenge, something else happened that changed everything.

      The young human named Jake, or J-14, suddenly lost control of the ancient alien god-thing that he had been attempting to contain.

      No! The thought hung, crystalized in Anders’s pain-filled mind as around it there washed a storm of horrible, dark feelings.

      “Get out! Get OUT!” he could hear Jake screaming, but the psionic blast was so strong that it forced Anders to his knees.

      Everywhere around him, he could hear moans and rising wails of anguish as alien feelings burst into the arena. Anders heard a surprised grunt from Dalia, and her hands were on his shoulder, both to support and for support as she too staggered to a crouch under the onslaught.

      Anders had been pitched into this black river before, so maybe it was that experience which gave him the small amount of preparation for what was coming. Or maybe it was the fact that Anders had already had his entire life disemboweled by the loss of his family, so that whatever could be thrown at him now was just a continuation of the constant state of his heart.

      Whatever the answer was, Anders could feel the rushing, terrible emotions batter him, and he knew in that moment that he had survived this before. And he could survive this again.

      There came the pain of migraines, as well as a deep dread like the frozen cold of winter. As Anders’s head and body surged in nausea and pain, his soul was also hit by waves of every dark emotion that a man might never want to experience: terror, fear, hatred, anger…

      “Center, please, center—” he heard Dalia whisper beside him. He didn’t know if she was talking to Jake or himself or herself, or maybe all three.

      “Sacred heavens!” He heard the anguished wails of the House Tularin crowd as the emotions battered them, too.

      “Shoot him! Someone, shoot him!” he thought he heard Captain Uval shouting, and even in his own physical and mental torment, Anders knew that he had to do something.

      No. He gritted his teeth and forced his eyes open. No! he repeated, willing his eyes that were welling with tears to look. The arena was in total disarray, and Anders could see the clear radius of the psionic blast emanating in pulses and ragged waves from the human teenager.

      Those Ilythians nearest to Jake, his guards, were on the floor, crippled and writhing, scrabbling to claw off their helmets. The next closest were also Ilythians, the members of House Tularin attending as spectators. They had stumbled and fallen to their feet, some frozen in fear and others attempting to crawl away from the human PK. The outermost circle, to Anders’s side and behind him, were filled with rushing, shrieking, and hooting bodies as those fierce and savage Ilythians of the warrior house fought each other to get to the doors and flee.

      But the psionic waves of fear and anger, coupled with nausea and headaches so bad that Anders thought his head might burst, weren’t subsiding. As the arena emptied of all of those farthest away who could still run, the psionic terror reached a steady state.

      “Get out…” Anders heard Jake whimpering. The teenager was huddled in the epicenter, hands wrapped over his head as he rocked back and forth. Anders didn’t know if he was begging with the emotions to leave him or for everyone around him to flee.

      There was a sudden gasp from one of the Ilythians beside him as the guard started to shiver and tremble. Anders watched in horror that the guard’s limbs danced a rictus spasm before suddenly falling still.

      That Ilythian died. He died from fright! Anders wavered where he stood. Anders wasn’t even sure that a thing like that could happen, and yet it just had.

      “Shoot him!” Anders heard Captain Uval cry out once more, and he turned to see that Uval was one of the ones writhing on the floor, the stern Ilythian attempting to crawl further and further away.

      Further toward where one of the guards had dropped a halberd-rifle.

      “No!” Anders shouted, gritting his teeth against the pain as he forced himself to stagger forward, toward Jake. “Jake!” he gasped as the nausea and pain from both his headache and his side forced him to his knees.

      “Jake, it’s me. It’s Anders,” he groaned, dropping the blade weapon so he could support his aching body against the floor.

      If I can get to him, I can make him see he’s not alone… Anders was thinking. It was the only hope that he had.

      But Jake, or J-14, was already not alone.

      “I see you.” Anders heard an inhuman voice coming from the teenager’s lips.

      It felt as though a dreadful cold had swept into the room, although there was not a ripple of air, and Anders felt feverish. Without realizing it, he had fallen completely to the floor as soon as the voice appeared and was now gasping and blinking in confusion.

      “Sir! Unable to process. Unknown energetic frequencies—” Moriarty was saying, and, if such a thing was possible, even the simulated intelligence sounded scared.

      “So. This is what has become of the little races,” the voice purred through Jake’s lips, but Anders knew, with a dreadful certainty, that it wasn’t coming from Jake.

      “You are small. And weak. You do not deserve to be lifted up,” the voice stated, and each syllable was like the clash of icebergs against each other. Anders heard another juddering gasp and a terrible crunch as another of the fallen guards nearest to Jake suddenly and inexplicably shook itself to death.

      This is not Jake. This is something else. Something talking through Jake, Anders’s mind attempted to seize onto the bare facts, even though every instinct was to curl up into a ball and hide.

      It’s like how the Oracle speaks through the ansibles, Anders thought. The Oracle that sounded like a young girl, that had sounded like Sibbi. The psychic whistleblower had found a way to communicate through the sub-quanta ansible network, and whose impact was something like this.

      But not like this, Anders realized. The few times that the Oracle had spoken to him, her voice had destroyed machinery and thrown people to their feet as this voice did, but the Oracle had felt like a gale and a storm in full flow. All strength and childish power. Whereas this voice channeling through Jake sounded cold and chillingly intelligent.

      “Let. Him. Go,” Anders hissed through a clenched jaw. His side was on fire, and his brain felt like it was trying to force its way through his eyeballs.

      But the pain is keeping me sharp, he told himself, again and again. Not the pain of his headache or the nausea or the dread of the black river. It was the pain of his burnt ribs and back that allowed Anders to withstand the onslaught of the terrible voice.

      Anders concentrated on the throbbing, bodily ache where he had been shot. It was so bad that it was making the rest of his skin twitch, but at least it was real and physical. At least it was his.

      “I said, let him go!” Anders repeated, concentrating on that physical pain as a shield against the mental as he pushed out at the floor with one fist, slowly forcing himself to half-kneel in front of the haunted human.

      Jake was still crouching on hands and knees, but no longer kneeling. The teenager had his head up and his eyes and mouth wide open, but his eyes were as pitch-black as obsidian. Anders could see a thin trickle of blood running from the teenager’s nose, and his skin looked as pale as he had ever seen human skin go.

      How long can you hold that voice inside your mind before you too die of fright? Anders thought, shaking with the effort to withstand all that was emanating from Jake.

      “You.” The voice spoke again through Jake’s lips, and Anders felt the sensation that he had called the black river to rush toward him. Again, he could feel the tide of dark emotions rising against his sanity like floodwaters.

      “You are so small. And yet I know you,” the voice greeted Anders, but the terrible attention was almost too much to bear. Anders started to remember tumbling and thrashing in an endless dark, and a world of ash, under a black orb.

      “Interesting. Such loss for such a limited being,” the voice said. Anders couldn’t tell if the thing was being sarcastic or complimentary. He knew that the psychic being was looking into his soul as easily as he might look at a holo. It could read the ashen contours of his own heart, the utter desolation left by the murder of his family, and the only spark that animated Anders’s will anymore: the need to do the right thing. To make them pay for the hurt they had caused.

      To not give up until his mission was over.

      “Let. Him. GO!” Anders roared again, finding the strength in his pain and in his broken heart to push back at the alien voice.

      There was a cough and a splutter—a human teenager’s cough. It was Jake, and for a second, the black radiance was lifting from his eyes.

      “Jake! Jake, find your center!” Anders said quickly. “Remember what Dalia taught us. We are us, our own people, no matter whatever is happening—” he was saying. He saw the youth’s terrified nod, a second before Jake’s body arched and the obsidian black filled his eyes once again.

      “You, Anders Corsigon, have an understanding of what it takes.” This time, the terrible voice congratulated him. But to Anders, it did not feel like praise. It was as if a wolf had told you that you were tasty.

      “Leave Jake alone. We don’t want you here!” Anders growled desperately, knowing that he was using the last of his willpower to push back against the this horrific presence.

      “Want? You fools. Your wants are like dust in the wind to me. I am here for the strongest of you, and all the rest will perish upon my arrival!” the voice said, and then, just as suddenly as it had filled the arena, the voice disappeared.

      Anders groaned and slumped to the floor, just as he heard a gasp from Jake as the youth did the same. Anders did not know what had happened, only that it had gone, but he somehow did not feel any safer.

      He felt like he had just picked a fight with a god.
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      “Will he be okay?” Lt. Anders Corsigon, ex-military police officer and now defector from the human empire, asked.

      Anders stood in what he was told was a medical bay, but to the human’s eyes, the Ilythian architecture made it look more like a monastery cell than a scientific facility. The room was roughly egg-shaped, light and airy, with walls made of exactly-built stone blocks leading to a vaulting ceiling. Tall and rubbery green plants with giant orange flowers that were alien to the eyes of the human dotted around the curving walls, and there, under an arched window of colored crystal-glass, was the only piece of visible technology.

      It was wide white unit, looking vaguely like a shuttle or a silo, with the faint blue shimmer of field energy acting as a window to view the person that lay inside.

      Jake. Anders looked nervously at the youth. Teenager, really, the MPB officer thought. Jake—or J-14, to use his Golden Throne designation—had pale skin that was just starting to fuzz with stubble, shabby dark hair, and looked like he was sleeping. Jake was a PK—a rare human with psychic abilities, which only appeared to be growing stronger ever since his encounter with…

      No. Anders’s mind shied away from thinking about the strange, terrifying being that had spoken through Jake’s mouth and turned his eyes an obsidian black.

      The Archon. What Anders had thought to be an ancient alien weapon that the Eternal Empress of the Golden Throne wanted to use in the war against Ilythia had turned out to actually be something more akin to an ancient alien god.

      A being of such ancient and vast power that it seems to have evolved beyond any ‘normal’ biology… Anders struggled to comprehend what he had felt pulsing in psychic waves from Jake’s mind.

      And the Archon—what the Ilythians called the Black Sun—had been consumed by hatred, scorn, and cruelty for the ‘small’ races of the galaxy.

      “We cannot say,” murmured one of the Ilythian healers who hovered over Jake’s medical bed. There was a small trio of them tending the youth, each one tall and slender and dressed in white robes topped with hoods and gauzy veils over their faces. The Ilythians were—a little derogatorily—called ‘elves’ by most humans, owing to their large eyes, delicate bone structure, and pointed ears. At the moment, Anders couldn’t think of a better description for these beings, who did not seem to be doing any ‘healing’ at all, but instead would murmur a low, chanting refrain from time to time over Jake.

      “The human experienced something that no other living person on record—human or Ilythian—has ever experienced,” the healer replied softly. “How can one mind contain the…” Anders saw the alien woman’s eyes flicker behind the veil, superstitious and wary of naming the Black Sun out loud.

      I don’t blame her. Anders shuddered just thinking about it.

      “Lieutenant Corsigon?” A new voice greeted them from the open door to the medical ‘cell,’ and the tone was urgent enough to make Anders turn on his heel in alarm.

      It was Lord Iktin, the Ilythian master of the war-like sect of aliens called the House of Tularin—and also Dalia’s father.

      Lord Iktin was not actually tall by Ilythian standards, but there was a fierce light in his eyes that appeared to make up for it. The skin of his face appeared tighter and more austere than many other Ilythians, a perfect epitome of the House of Tularin philosophy.

      “Master Iktin,” Anders said in a low, serious tone as the eyes of the two men locked together for a moment. I will not bow to you, or call you sir, Anders thought. Just a day ago, Iktin had demanded that Anders, Patch, and Jake fight any House Tularin challenger to the death in order to ‘prove’ themselves to be worthy of the Ilythian’s trust.

      Despite everything that I have given up and risked to get here! Anders once again felt that flash of anger that awakened the wolf in his heart. He had just been another MPB officer on his home world of Hectamon 7 in Golden Throne space. He had just wanted to get to the bottom of who was murdering people, and for that, his own empire had sought to assassinate him and call him a traitor.

      And when I sought to stop the evil of the Eternal Empress by coming here… Anders gritted his teeth. It had turned out that the Ilythians were just as cruel and arrogant as the human generals and nobles he had walked away from!

      The feeling of suspicion was apparently mutual, as Anders saw Iktin’s eyebrows deepen a fraction into a frown. The House Tularin Master didn’t let that stop what he came here to do, however.

      “You will come with me. There is something that you need to see.”

      And behind Iktin, in the stone corridor beyond, stood two House Tularin guards, fully armored in their strange, fluted plate-armor, with their halberd-rifles in their hands.
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        * * *

      

      “What is this about, Iktin?” Anders hissed as he was escorted through the quiet stone corridors, past hurrying lines of other House Tularin guards and the occasional Ilythian citizen in robes. Even though this place was strange to him, Anders could detect the slightly tense air in the small looks that passing Ilythians gave each other. Something was building here, his policeman’s instincts told him.

      “About, Lieutenant?” Iktin scoffed as they stepped into a lift, really an alcove with a seemingly solid stone floor, which started to glow with a soft yellow radiance as the platform rose with them upon it.

      They arrived at what Anders would call a nerve-center, were he in Golden Throne space. It was shaped a little like an auditorium. There were clearly-visible command chairs in a gentle semi-circle at one lower end of the room, and then raised terraces of more chairs and glowing screens, with Ilythians in House Tularin robes—red, white, and gold—working quickly.

      And at the end of the room, and forming the entire back wall, was a vaulted screen like three conjoined windows, but Anders could see that really, they were fields, as they showed a grand expanse of space, dotted with stars—and ships.

      Many ships. Gigantic ships, the sort of which Anders knew by heart, because he had served as a Throne Marine in his early career aboard their type.

      Anders was looking at a massive fleet of the Eternal Empress’s ships. The largest mustering that he had ever heard of, in fact.

      “That, Lieutenant Anders, is what this is about,” Iktin, standing beside him, said seriously. “And I want you to tell me everything you know about Golden Throne capabilities, vulnerabilities, and weaknesses.”
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      “What on earth do I know about Throne Marine ship capabilities!?” Anders burst out, only to hear the cultured voice of Moriarty—the voice of the simulated police intelligence that only he could hear owing to his node—speak up.

      “If you’ll excuse me, sir, but you did spend two years in advanced Marine training as well as basic,” Moriarty supplied. “And I believe that your curricula covered basic engineering as well as battle tactics—”

      “Not helpful, Moriarty,” Anders muttered under his breath, earning a slightly questioning, accusative frown from Iktin.

      But the truth was, Anders didn’t want to give away the secrets of his fellow throne soldiers, Marines, pilots, and ancillary staff. It’s not that I don’t want to stop the Eternal Empress, he battled with his own conscience, it’s that there are going to be good men and women up there who would die because of me!

      “Let me make myself clear, Lieutenant,” Iktin said gravely. “I am struggling to find a use for you, as the other elders of my house have some very deep reservations about what they saw your crewmate, the psychic boy, do—”

      “That wasn’t Jake’s fault! That was the Archon!” Anders burst out, but all he got was a sharp, cat-like hiss from the House Tularin leader.

      “Fine. As you wish, Lieutenant.” Iktin fluttered his long fingers in the air before them, and there was a flash of field energy from whatever the Ilythian version of node-technology was.

      The screen above them changed, zoomed out, and suddenly Anders wasn’t just looking at an assembled throne fleet but two fleets, facing each other, and one of them was Ilythian.

      “Aradni Sector, three by twenty-four,” one of the Ilythians at the screens said, their voice amplified. Anders knew that it had to be some sort of designation of space, but he had no idea what internal system these aliens used to order their territory. The words meant nothing to him, but he saw that wherever this Aradni Sector was, there was also a close-by planet, milky-blue and white, behind the Ilythian fleet.

      The Ilythians are outmatched, Anders saw. On one side of the screen was a spread-out collection of small wedges where the dreadnoughts and battleships of the Golden Throne sat, immense wedge and barrel-shaped ships in gun-metal gray, glittering with lights and beaded with the golden logo of the empress. The human ships looked blocky and leering compared to the graceful, seashell and star-shaped ships of the Ilythians.

      Even the largest Ilythian ships—four gigantic destroyers looking like flaring-backward triangles—were nowhere near the size of the Golden Throne dreadnoughts. And clustered around each of the human battlegroups were the smaller Reaver-class ships, fast fighter-bomber craft that were devastating in battle. As Anders watched, the space around the smaller Reavers started to ripple and blur as they activated that camouflage fields, one by one.

      How many Throne Marines are out there? A thousand? Two? Anders wondered.

      The assembled lines of combatant ships hung in space for a long pause, and Anders could feel the tension in the room grow thicker and stronger by the second, until—

      “Initiate,” Iktin said softly, and bright lights suddenly glared from the small number of Ilythian destroyers.
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        * * *

      

      Anders watched anxiously as the first major offensive of the Throne-Ilythian War began. As soon as the Ilythian destroyers had lit up, the throne forces started to separate and lance forward. Anders saw the Reavers ripple like mirages through space. The only signs that gave them away were the sudden, boiling, ruddy-orange meson beams from their heavy cannons.

      The throne dreadnoughts, giant wedges like bulbous pyramids, moved slower, but they had in place not just meson cannons, but ion cannons too, which were really in the same class as orbital defense lasers—gigantic beams of burning white-blue light that could puncture holes through metal, stone, and entire cities.

      Spears of orange and white light shot across the no-man’s land of space, and Anders forced himself not to look away from what he was sure was going to be a bloodbath.

      But before the particle beams could hit the smaller Ilythian defenders, the glaring, brilliant light of the Ilythian destroyers suddenly brightened into a crescendo, and Anders saw what appeared to be sudden bolts of static lightning leap from one destroyer to another.

      What under the stars is that? Anders blinked. Ilythian technology, although much-coveted, remained a mystery to the physicists and engineers of the Golden Throne.

      In that same heartbeat, Anders’s confusion was answered as the static lightning vanished, and it had seemed to release a giant ‘shell’ of white energy, rolling forward like a wave towards the throne ships.

      “My observations conclude a chain-reaction field-wave,” Moriarty said from the small node of crystal and steel pressed against Anders’s throat on the inside of his suit lapel.

      What do they do? Anders thought as the rolling wave of white light hit the forward-reaching ion and meson beams.

      There were monumental, stellar eruptions of energy as each beam hit the wave, creating expanding bubbles of light or showers of brief-lived sparks. Not one of the throne’s largest energy weapons managed to get through, and the wave continued to roll toward the human fleet.

      “What is it going to do?” Anders breathed in horror, not sure if he was asking for Moriarty’s opinion or Iktin’s.

      “Sir, I believe that it is designed to—” Moriarty started to inform him, before suddenly there was a flash of blue field energy from the expanding wave and a blur as, tumbling out of the inner side, was a Reaver ship, and another, and another as they appeared to lose their camouflage and propulsion for a several moments. Anders saw the red and blue burns of their field generator propulsion systems flare and ignite, go dark and flare once again before their engines re-started.

      “—do that, sir,” Moriarty ended as the Ilythian fleet broke formation and used the momentary advantage to launch their own attack of meson, ion, and more conventional warheads, lasers, and torpedoes.

      Anders watched as the struggling Reaver craft tried to right themselves, tried to take advantage of their situation, but that momentary loss of power left them on the back foot. Orange and white laser beams found them, broke against their armor and their shields, spinning them over and around as a child throwing a tantrum might kick their toys.

      The chain-reaction ‘Ilythian wave’ continued to roll forward, striking the main complement of the human fleet.

      “Dear stars!” Anders breathed with a moment of horror as he saw the heavy-bellied tankers and oblong-shapes of battleships and warships suddenly rock and list to the side, one starting to roll bodily over until, with a silent crash, it ground into the body of its neighbor, who was also attempting to reinstate control.

      Anders started to see explosions and blow-outs as nacelles and weapons pods detonated under the extreme pressures of actual ship-to-ship contact.

      No sooner had this happened than the smaller Ilythian fighters—tiny, three-winged craft that looked more like some strange insect than an attack-fighter—were darting in behind the wave, striking at anything and everything around them with their smaller lasers.

      All of a sudden, the entire battlefield was chaos.

      They might just win, Anders thought, and he felt strange, cold, ashamed, and guilty all at the same time. The Ilythians might win… They had seized an incredible advantage by deploying a new sort of weapon that the Golden Throne—and Anders—had never seen before. But their numbers were still fewer than the human fleet. Anders gritted his teeth in agonizing confusion.

      Who should I be supporting? My Throne Marine brothers and sisters who are intent on doing the empress’s will? Or the Ilythians fighting for their lives?

      The lieutenant didn’t have much time to debate the issue any further however, as there was a sudden rumble through the auditorium battle-chamber, and one-third of the screens flushed a deep, warning red.
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      “Report! What just happened!?” Iktin shouted over the ringing alarms.

      “Master Iktin, sir!” One of the Ilythians at the affected consoles threw their hand up to one of the giant screens above them, flinging the small energy holo to replace one third of the battle playing out before them.

      It was a picture of an Ilythian city. Ilya, Anders thought—the very Ilythian capital city that was green and tall with more of the strange shell and stone towers and where the House of Tularin floated above…and there were plumes of black smoke rising amongst the alien trees and buildings.

      “We’re under attack!” another Ilythian staffer called out, and the image split in half, zooming in to individual streets and groups of buildings.

      Anders saw stone rubble scattering across the wide avenues, and trees that were splintered and smoking with fire. One low, flat-roofed Ilythian building appeared to be entirely broken up, and in the ruin of its body was a svelte-black pod, like a ship.

      “That’s a throne deep insurgency vessel!” Anders exclaimed. He’d never been in one himself, as he’d transferred to the ‘civilian’ arm of the Throne Marines in the form of the military police, but he knew what they were. Deadly torpedoes with every sophisticated cloaking and shielding technology that the Golden Throne had to offer, but they were not loaded with explosives. Instead, they were loaded with the best killers that the Throne Marines could train.

      “It was a diversion!” Iktin looked back at the battle, where the Ilythian forces were spreading out amongst the human ones, many lightyears away from their home planet.

      “How many of your forces were committed?” Anders asked in alarm as the cityscape holo showed another flash of an explosion and a rising plume of black smoke. There was a ripple and a flash of purple light high over the city, and a deep rumbling boom that Anders thought would be deafening to anyone out there underneath it.

      “They’re warping into near-atmosphere,” Anders breathed. Such a tactic had been discussed hypothetically, of course, but the dangers of creating vast, thermo-nuclear explosions as the chaos of cascading particles met gravity physics had always deterred the Marines from deploying it. Well, until now, that is, Anders thought.

      The throne lured the Ilythian fleet out to their battle site so they could warp these deep-cover troops straight to their home world! Anders realized.

      Out of the warp bubble came another of the large, sleek, black torpedoes like a spear thrown by some vengeful god, striking the cityscape with a flash of light and a spray of rubble.

      “Oh, don’t worry, human,” Iktin snarled. “We still have ground forces…” the alien was saying, before he suddenly turned back to Anders. “You want to help, Lieutenant? After your psychic friend killed my kin before my very eyes!? You ever want a chance to be allowed off my planet ever again? Then make yourself useful by stopping those Marines!”

      Being who he was, Anders had heard plenty of superior officers ordering him to do things over the years. And he knew the tone in Master Iktin’s voice as the alien shouted at him.

      It was the sort of tone that said that Anders had better get the job done—and that he wouldn’t want to find out what would happen if he failed.

      “Aye.” Anders nodded.
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        * * *

      

      “Anders!” There was a shout from behind him as two guarded marched Anders at a fast jog to the hangar bays. He turned to see Dalia—or Dchllyiealoparisaan, in her own tongue—racing to match him. She wore a cleaner, less shot-at version of the formfitting blue and gray bodysuit that she had always worn, with its legs, belt, and shoulders bulging with utility and weapons pods. Anders saw, slung over one shoulder, an Ilythian heavy rifle—stubby, and not unlike a whorled seashell.

      “We’re heading to the surface,” Anders said as they ran into one of the wide hanger bays with high stone arches supporting its open launch-doors, making the space remind Anders of some kind of old-time cathedral.

      Only one that has Ilythian fighters parked inside it, Anders had to correct, noticing the heavily-plated Ilythian fighters, and the pilots running back and forth as they prepared to depart.

      “I know. You’re attached to my unit,” Dalia said, raising a hand in a three-fingered gesture to the guards beside him. Anders was momentarily surprised when they immediately stopped, bowed their heads, and moved away from them.

      “I forget you’re some kind of super-spy,” Anders muttered. Dalia nodded for them to approach the nearest line of cubicle-like lockers to get equipped. “What does that make you in Ilythian society, a major or something?” Anders asked, shaking his head as he stood before the transparent glass of the cubicle, for the glass to lower into the floor and reveal an Ilythian battle suit, heavy rifle, small arms, and other combat gear.

      “Something like that,” Dalia grumbled, reaching in to pull the Ilythian breastplate free and show Anders how to loop it over his shoulders and allow the automatic mechanisms to take over, the locks sliding home and adjusting to his spine and height and width. When it was finished, Anders’s entire upper body was covered in what appeared to be moveable ‘scales’ of metal. It was the most comfortable and flexible armor that Anders had ever worn.

      “No time for the full-plate, you’ll have to work on not getting shot anywhere else,” Dalia said, slapping shut the few seals and gears that remained for Anders.

      “Well, getting shot probably won’t be the highlight of my day, so I think I’ll follow that advice,” Anders risked a caustic joke, but either Ilythian humor was very different to that of humans, or Dalia had learned to ignore him by now.

      “And, here… I thought you’d appreciate these back, rather than working out our weapons.” Dalia pulled from the holsters on her back two heavy throne pistols—Anders’s pistols, in fact.

      “Thank you.” As soon as Anders had their worn grips in his hands again, he relaxed just a little. He felt as though he might have a chance against the best-trained killers of the Golden Throne.

      “That’s our ride.” Dalia was already moving off, not bothering to explain or take any other equipment from the locker cubicle. Anders followed her.

      It was a small Ilythian craft, larger than one of the three-winged fighters perhaps, with a rounder belly, but still with an arching, bird-like prow at one end. As Dalia and Anders approached at a fast jog, the side bay door opened and unrolled to the ground, revealing that there were already three Ilythian warriors inside, each wearing the same close-fitting body-form suits, with the raised armor-plates of the secretive intelligence cadre known as the Ilythian agents.

      Three, plus Dalia, myself, and the pilot, Anders thought. How many Throne Marines were down there again?

      Dalia pushed the human hard in the chest, indicating where he was to attach his belt to the seaweed-green webbing at the back of the hold, before doing the same for herself. She shouted a sharp Ilythian word, and the rolling ramp-door flowed back into place with a smooth hiss, and Anders felt the familiar judder of field engines as the Ilythian craft started to rise and slowly turn inside its own halo of light, moving sedately and with absolute precision as it hovered to the front of one of the launch doors.

      The pilot kicked on the more conventional propulsion system, and the counterinsurgency craft roared forward into the skies over Ilya.
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        * * *

      

      “Target acquired,” Anders heard Dalia say. Although she spoke to her crew in Ilythian, the simulated intelligence against the lieutenant’s neck translated for him.

      The Ilythian shuttle flew fast, but a whole lot smoother than their throne counterparts, Anders noted. The insides were white and bright, with walls and lockers molded in flowing lines, appearing to grow out of the metal walls and floors. Somehow, the Ilythians always managed to create a sense of space, even in tight conditions, Anders marveled momentarily.

      “Visual,” Anders breathed, as beside him the three other agents made small movements to similarly check their suit calibrations and weapons.

      “Accessing Ilythian shuttle servers. Access granted,” the simulated intelligence stated as Dalia agreed to allow the throne intelligence to hook up to the Ilythian mainframe. In front of Anders’s face, there appeared a flickering, blue-haze holo cast by the S.I. in Anders’s node, showing a not-very clear but discernible picture of the city below.

      Low, rounded buildings flashed by beneath them, most built of the same white metal or stone, but with the occasional sheen of iridescent shale ‘plating’ or insulation—Anders didn’t know which. Each of these buildings were placed with their own trees and green swards beside wide avenues that never seemed to follow the straight, gridded lines of a throne colony.

      The shuttle swept over these idyllic suburbs before suddenly, the scene changed. Trees were burning and splintered, buildings broken open and spilling black smoke, and the streets were scattered with rubble and scorch marks. As Anders watched the holo, he saw the bright flash of angry red lights—heavy laser fire from Throne Marine weapons.

      “Deployment point isolated,” Moriarty translated for Anders as the simulated intelligence flashed a series of green targeting vectors over what appeared to be a small park. It was a large oval of green, gently rolling with small, landscaped hills, and a small hut built of rough, natural stones. It sat just a street behind the fiercest fighting, and Anders saw that it was here that their shuttle was taking them to begin their mission.

      “I can’t offer you better cover than that,” Dalia was saying to her agents, “so expect anything. Permission to suppress and eliminate as soon as we make the drop—” The shuttle suddenly shook, making the agents jerk and stumble in their webbing.

      “What was that!?” Dalia shouted as the internal lights of the shuttle flickered and was replaced with an insistent, flashing orange. Anders didn’t know much about Ilythian operational procedures, but he was pretty sure he could recognize an emergency alarm when he saw one.

      “The shuttle has come under fire,” Moriarty said to Anders, while Dalia’s voice continued to urgently flow in the alien language of her people. “From the shield and hull damage, I would predict a low-range, surface-to-air launcher.”

      Just like the ones that can be added as attachments to Throne Marine heavy combat troops, Anders growled. His stomach started to swim as the shuttle ducked and swerved once more, then spun lazily on its axis.

      The orange lights flashed faster and stronger, and Anders saw Dalia come to a sudden conclusion. She was checking her wrist, running her fingers over the small screen she was wearing there, before cursing and thumping the overhead controls of the bay door.

      Suddenly, Anders and the rest of the agents were buffeted by a blast of fast-moving wind, and Anders could see the flash of tree, building, ground, and sky outside of the raising door, oscillating in an ever-faster carousel.

      “Detach! Prepare to jump!” Dalia shouted.

      Whatever that missile was, it did enough damage to the shuttle for Dalia to be worried, Anders thought briefly, while the expertly-trained agents around him were already detaching from their webbing and holding onto the door frame as the wind caught at them, crouching for a heartbeat as Dalia counted them out.

      “Go! Go! Go!”

      Anders struggled with the Ilythian webbing for a moment before he was released, only for the wind to grab at him and stumble him towards the open, wildly-spinning door.

      “Ugh” He felt Dalia’s strong hands grab his shoulder forcefully to stop him from falling out of the craft. “Bend your legs, roll!” she said in a fierce, alien whisper, and Anders nodded. He’d done low air-to-surface jumps before as a part of his training, but it had been a long time. He took a breath and concentrated, waiting for Dalia’s slap on his back to tell him when to jump. Was it his imagination, or was there a lot more green ground and stone buildings in front of him now, and a lot less sky?

      “You follow me!” Anders hissed back urgently to Dalia, just as her hand hit his back.

      “Go!”

      Maybe it was his military training, or perhaps it was the trust that he had built with this alien woman over the last few months, but as soon as he felt her hand hit his back, he was moving, ducking as he leapt from the edge of the door to see the ground spinning up to meet him.

      Bend knees! Roll!

      Anders hit something somewhat soft. No limbs instantly popped from their sockets or bones snapped with the force of the impact, but it still hurt like hell.

      Anders was rolling, shoulder-over-knee, before he finally skidded to a halt, panting and feeling like he had just been dropped from an aircraft. Funny, that, he groaned—

      Just as a bolt of orange fire seared across the blue Ilythian skies he was looking up at, his pain and surprise washed away in the sudden need to find cover.

      “Shooter on your seven o’clock, sir. Forward ten meters,” Moriarty said as Anders, trained to half-listen and respond to the tactical intelligence almost as fast as he would respond to his own senses, kicked himself into a leaping dive over grass to where the low, stone hut sat in the middle of the park area.

      The shooter is behind me, Anders’s mind registered as he pushed himself off the wall of granite-looking stones, skidding around the edge of the building to thump his back against the near side, finally allowing himself to gasp for air.

      “Well done, sir,” Moriarty congratulated in his cultured, serious voice—just as there was another crack and hiss of laser shot, and fragments of blackened stone were blasted from the edge of the building.

      “Dalia?” Anders asked, but he didn’t need Moriarty to access the Ilythian mainframe, given he could see the sudden rolling swerve of the Ilythian shuttle screaming through the air overhead. It was trailing clouds of smoke from a nasty hole in its rear where the throne surface-to-air launcher had hit it, and it disappeared over the trees that lined the edge of the park, and…

      Anders felt the vibration through the ground at the same time he saw the flash of light as the shuttle crashed out there beyond the park somewhere. There was a deafening boom and a great cloud of smoke, and Ilythian screams.

      “Dalia! No!” Anders shouted, already pushing himself toward the devastation.

      “Sir! Field-of-fire!” Moriarty said, in an uncharacteristically urgent tone for the machine intelligence.

      “Grargh!” Anders got about two meters out from the hut before he pulled himself up short. He knew what Moriarty was saying. He would be putting himself directly into the kill zone of the Throne Marine behind him.

      With a hiss of frustration, he pulled himself back to the hut wall, powerless to do anything about the plume and wreckage beyond the trees. She can’t be dead. She has to have gotten out, right? Anders was breathing in a turmoil of frustrated emotions.

      And they were frustrated emotions that quickly turned to a cold anger directed at the Throne Marines who would dare take his friend from him.

      “Triangulate target,” Anders hissed, turning to crawl the other way around the hut to attack from a different direction. He had no idea where his attacker was, or whether the other three Ilythian agents had been picked off as they disembarked from the injured shuttle, but all he wanted to do now was get his revenge.

      “What I wouldn’t give for some grenades,” Anders groaned as his back scraped against the far wall while he peered around the edge of the hut.

      There was the ‘front’ of the park—a wide area of gently-rolling rises, with the line of large trees sitting around the edge of the entire green. It might have been a pleasant place to walk and talk along the ambling, chalk-lined paths—if it wasn’t for the body of one of the Ilythian agents sprawled awkwardly in the middle of the green, their injuries still smoking from laser shot.

      “I can’t see the shooter.” Anders scanned the rises and dips, the edge of the park.

      “Heat signature one o’clock. Human life-signs,” Moriarty stated. Anders now also wished he was wearing a full tactical suit. That would have meant that Moriarty could have lined directly with a suit’s HUD, displaying attack and targeting vectors over Anders’s vision.

      Instead, Anders had to rely on good-old clock directions, with the twelve o’clock position always being dead ahead, three o’clock on his right, six o’clock always behind him, and so on.

      One o’clock. Anders snatched one of his pistols from the utility harness. That was almost directly in front of him. He saw the green, and the far trees… A little to the right—

      Flash! A momentary orange light, and the stone wall near Anders’s corner was hammered by a heavy laser blast. Anders ducked back to cover, but he had a good idea now of where the shooter was. He was using one of the distant trees as competing cover and firing at anything that moved in the park.

      Fine. Anders waited for a breath, took out his second laser pistol, and made sure that each one was set to maximum. Another pause, before he ducked one hand around the corner and fired repeatedly in the general direction of the shooter.

      Anders had no faith that any of these shots would hit, but they weren’t meant to.

      They were just meant to distract.

      Still firing wildly, Anders then leaned out with both shoulders, and this time aimed his pistol fire at the tree in question. He couldn’t see his attacker, but he could only guess that the Marine was hiding on the far side of the tree.

      Anders concentrated his fire on the lower branches and canopy, sending smaller darts of angry orange energy into the vegetation, making limbs crack and fall, smolder and catch fire.

      “Agh!” There was a muffled grunt of pain as burning branches came crashing down. The Marine broke cover, leaping for the next tree.

      “Gotcha.” Anders stopped firing in the blink of an eye, followed his pistol a fraction of a whisker ahead of the fast-moving form—

      —and fired.

      There was a flash and a sudden thump as Anders’s dead-eye shot hit the man in black-and-gold armor, spinning him through the air and slamming him to the ground. Anders held the shadow in his sights for a long moment, until he was sure that the Throne Marine wasn’t about to move again.

      Good. Anders snarled, blinking as he took stock of the situation. “Report, Moriarty.”

      “No more active shooters in your locality. But multiple human bio-signs spreading through the streets on your two o’clock,” Moriarty said, and as Anders turned a little more, he thought he caught a glimpse of running black-and-gold bodies as the Throne Marine insurgents ran up the near street to suddenly duck against the houses and trees.

      It was a running skirmish out there, Anders saw. Their charge was complicated by the occasional whump of blue-white energy from Ilythian weapons. Anders hoped that at least the other two agents he had flown with were out there, trying to secure the park.

      I should join them, Anders’s military mind told him. Overwhelm the enemy. That was what the Throne Marines had always told their recruits and trained soldiers alike.

      But instead, Anders was pulling back from the grisly scene to run back toward the far side of the park—and the smoking ruin of the shuttle.
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      No… Anders’s booted feet took him to the edge of the park, under the eaves of a large, rubbery-leafed tree and to a low stone wall that he vaulted over.

      On the far side was one of the wide, curving ‘streets’ of the Ilythian capital and more of the white buildings, each one standing independent of its neighbors, and none over two stories high.

      And the particular building he was looking at now had one entire wall broken open, the roof hanging in plates over the gap-tooth hole, and a great gouge of black earth running beside and through it. The shuttle had hit the building and crashed to the ground, Anders quickly saw. Fires had already started, the ground smoked, and there were strange, large bits of wreckage, curved and oddly angular here and there, which could have been the shuttle’s fuselage or something from the Ilythian house for all Anders knew.

      It didn’t look as though anything could have survived that.

      “Moriarty?” Anders was breathing.

      “Scanning the wreckage for Ilythian life-signs sir,” Moriarty said. “I’m afraid to say…”

      “Down!” Anders was suddenly pushed to the stone street by a strong, long-fingered hand as a form fell from the trees. He rolled, raising his pistol before he realized that the person who had pushed him was none other than Dalia, crouching by the side of the tree.

      “You’re alive!” Anders breathed, pushing himself up from the stone street before a warning hiss from Dalia made him freeze. The Ilythian looked well enough, for someone who must have jumped from the shuttle and into the tree at the very last possible moment, but her suit was scuffed and scratched, and she had her heavy Ilythian rifle held up and tight to her chest, sighting down the street.

      “What is it?” Anders rolled to the shadow of the park’s containing wall, looking down the street to see what Dalia was so concerned by.

      There were figures down there, no more than thirty meters away. And they weren’t Ilythian figures.

      They’re humans. Anders frowned, but they weren’t moving like Throne Marines, and they weren’t wearing the heavy Throne Marine battle-plate, either.

      Instead, each of the five or six humans appeared to be wearing the same gray jumpsuit, and each one—whether male of female—had a shaven head.

      The sight reminded Anders of something, but it was hard to remember what.

      The jumpsuit-wearing humans appeared scared and nervous, with hunched shoulders, looking furtively around as they walked. But they were not making any of the decisions that the military-trained Marines would make. They were not shouting orders or moving from one cover point to another. Anders watched them curiously. They appeared to be fanning out in a rough group, clearly visible for all to see.

      “But how did they get here?” Anders asked, before kicking himself for his stupidity.

      “Well, they weren’t here before the throne vessels warped into our atmosphere…” Dalia muttered.

      The Throne Marines were transporting what, engineers? Civilians? To a war zone? Anders was thinking, just as he remembered where he had seen people who wore those kinds of jumpsuits and who looked like that before.

      On the frontier world of Benevolent, where the Eternal Empress had imprisoned them in isolation-tubes, keeping them sedated as they were farmed and transported across the Reach of the Throne…

      They were PKs. Psychics. The Eternal Empress had found a way to weaponize them.
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        * * *

      

      “We have to help them!” Anders was already half-rising from his crouch, intending to signal to the PKs, who he knew could be a part of the empress’s clone program, or they could just be hapless throne citizens, snatched from testing facilities across the entirety of human space.

      “Wait.” Dalia’s tone was low and threatening, and it made Anders pause with her ferocity. She had never spoken to him in that way, and when he looked at her, he saw that her eyes were intent on the tramping, shuffling psychics.

      This is her home, Anders thought, although it was hard to remain still. But those are my people, the policeman thought. He knew what he had to do.

      “I have to try to help, Dalia. I’m sorry…” he said, starting to rise—

      —when the PKs started to do what they came to do.

      Anders felt the wave of psychic energy roll down the street around the PK humans like an invisible wind. It made his teeth ache and a sick feeling curl in his belly. It wasn’t the same sort of surreal, ethereal feeling that he felt when Dalia used her touch-sensitive telepathy powers on him.

      No, this felt…different.

      The PK humans had stopped walking, and each one had their head bowed, as if meditating or praying. Anders thought he could see their lips moving.

      The air around the PKs started to haze and shimmer like a heat haze, and Anders watched as something started to happen to the street around them. Things started to shake. The overhanging tree limbs that crossed into the haze began to twist and flick wildly. Anders saw the teardrop crystal-glass windows on the affected houses warping and rattling, before they exploded with the noise of projectile gunshots.

      Whatever this is, it’s not good… Anders was thinking as the nausea rose in him, reaching a crescendo—

      And something strange was happening. The fragments of windows weren’t falling to the ground but hovering in the air, and smaller bits of grit, stone, dust and the everyday detritus of any busy city started to rise as well, rising at a sedate, balletic rate. Anders had never seen any human telekinetic, although he knew that they existed. They were just exceptionally rare. And the policeman had certainly never seen any human display of so much PK power, ever before.

      “Ihk’ul!” There was an alien voice raised in challenge a little further ahead of them as one of the agents from their shuttle stepped out from the park trees, raising their shell-like heavy rifle and aiming it at the strange assortment of newcomers.

      “No!” Anders breathed, knowing a little of the torments that these people must have gone through at the hands of the Eternal Empress’s laboratory programs.

      But Anders soon realized that he needn’t have worried for the safety of the human PKs. The Ilythian fired, and there was the lancing bolt of blue-white energy spearing between them, heading to the nearest head-bowed, muttering PK.

      But the bolt exploded in a shower of sparks before it could ever reach the human body. The haze of PK energy was acting as a forcefield, Anders saw in astonishment.

      The agent raised their gun to fire again, but before they could do so, the nearest human PK’s head snapped to the side to look at him. Anders caught a glimpse of whitened, opaque eyes, and the sudden nausea in his stomach doubled.

      “Urk!” There was a cracking sound as the Ilythian agent was lifted invisibly into the air, and their limbs were bent backwards and twisted by eldritch forces, as if the trained Ilythian killer was nothing more than an annoying insect.

      With a final pop and a whimper, the body of the Ilythian fell to the floor, and the nearest glaring, white-eyed human PK youth—who looked to be a young man of perhaps twenty or so—was now looking directly at Anders and Dalia.
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      Far above the scenes of horror and alarm playing out on the streets of the capital, the floating citadel of House Tularin was in a similar state of turmoil.

      And little did they know it was only about to get worse.

      The monastery-like stone halls and corridors were flushed with warning orange light as Master Iktin put his entire household on high alert, and the sound of running Ilythian feet in metal boots and soft-soled shoes was everywhere.

      But in one particular room of the floating citadel, which had taken its place in the skies some three hundred years ago, the orange warning lights suddenly blinked off.

      For a moment, the medical cell that housed the comatose human PK Jake was blissfully quiet. The scent of something sweet, like frankincense, could be detected in the air from the healing fragrances and vaporizers that diffused calming properties for the sick and injured. Nothing appeared wrong…until suddenly, it was.

      Every medical alarm from the white, coffin-like pod Jake was ensconced in went off, ringing chimes and alarm bells that brought the white and silver-robed healers running from the nearby rooms.

      The bright but gentle lights of the room flickered, went off, then glared brighter.

      The first healer to arrive, an Ilythian woman called Kala’voran who had tended to the injured soldiers of House Tularin for near thirty years, halted suddenly as soon as she had rushed into the room, her lips pulling back in the cat-like hiss of alarm and scorn that was instinctive for Ilythian kind.

      As soon as she had run into the room, it had felt as though she had stepped through the gentle rain of an energy field, an electric prickling of the skin that her subtle senses picked up. Even the temperature had dropped by several degrees.

      And every alarm bell, chime, and light from the walls and medical bed suddenly clicked off, plunging the room into total silence.

      “Stay back!” Kala’voran snapped at the other healers rounding the arched doorway. “I don’t know what this is, but…”

      But she didn’t have to explain what she felt, because they were all Ilythian, and so all had PK sensitivities. They could all feel the waves of psychic energy emanating from the medical unit, which now had its blue forcefield shell turned off.

      And Jake, the human PK, the teenager who had been stolen from birth and subjected to psychological and biological experiments at the behest of the Eternal Empress—and who had so recently contained the mind of the distant Archon—opened his eyes.

      And they were the purest obsidian black that Kala’voran had ever seen…
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      Anders froze as the white-glazed eyes of the human PK looked straight at him. For an awful second, he felt his heart jump in his chest and his breath catch in the back of his throat.

      Am I about to die? Will I be thrown up into the air and have my limbs mangled, one by one, just like the agent? he thought.

      Before suddenly, there was a flash of light and the sound of explosions as blue and white sparks erupted at the forward edge of the PK forcefield. They were being attacked by House Tularin defenders, and, like a mirage through the haze, Anders could see a group of Ilythian guards in heavier gold and red ‘elvish’ plate approaching down the adjoining street, firing their halberd-rifles as they did so.

      With the spell of almost-death over, Anders moved, jumping up to the tree line of the park next to Dalia as laser blasts ricocheted from the PK forcefield, hitting the street and buildings around them.

      “Anders!” he heard Dalia say, and he turned to her voice to see that she was already aiming at other figures, now running through the park behind the PK clones. They did not move with the grace and speed of the Ilythians, and they wore the far bulkier, heavier armor of the Throne Marines.

      “They’re using the PKs as point-guards!” Anders said, seeing how the shield of the PKs stopped the Tularin guards from being able to attack their enemy and allowed the Throne Marines to take up perfect positions to pick off their enemy.

      With an inhuman snarl, Dalia fired through the trees, and the blue-white flare of her shell-rifle took out the legs of one of the leading Throne Marines with a pained grunt, sending the human spinning through the air.

      Immediately, Anders saw the Marines respond the same way as he had himself responded on countless training missions. Their forward charge pivoted and changed like a flock of birds in flight, as each Marine threw themselves to the ground or the nearest cover, turning to concentrate fire on their new attacker.

      Total domination of the target, Anders recalled the first and foremost tactic of the Throne Marines. Not that he needed to remember the lessons, as it was made painfully obvious from the hailstorm of dirty orange laser blasts that struck their end of the park.

      “Multiple attackers in a forward forty-five-degree attack vector,” Anders heard his simulated intelligence saying, a little bit unhelpfully, as Anders threw himself toward Dalia.

      The trees they were using as cover were being pounded by angry orange light, and the air smelled like smoke as Anders barreled into the crouching form of the Ilythian agent, rolling both out of the park to fall on the far side of the low stone wall that marked the street.

      He heard Dalia hiss beside him, just before there was a mighty crash as one of the trees behind them splintered, burned, and fell to the ground across the street.

      But at least the tree gave them a little extra cover, Anders thought, turning on his heel to peer past smoking trunk and branch.

      This entire far side of the park had become scorched and blackened with meson blasts. Within moments, the Throne Marines had turned their cover into a blasted wasteland.

      But Anders had once been a Throne Marine, and he knew what their next play would be. A less arrogant, more cautious fighting force would hold their positions, resorting to taking potshots at the tree and the defenders hiding behind it to conserve energy and resources, but not the Throne Marines.

      “Close combat,” Anders hissed as he tensed his legs.

      Out of the mists and heat-haze of burning foliage, there was a sudden movement, and the first Marine was leaping up to the fallen trunk, their rifle in their hands like a short-spear with the heavy blade attachment at the end.

      Total domination. Anders stood up, firing with both laser pistols at the flying, leaping Marine almost directly above them.

      “Argh!” There was a flash of soft blue from the Throne Marine’s field generator, but Anders’s double-shots had been almost at point-blank range. His laser pistols easily overwhelmed the weak field and burst apart the Marine’s breastplate in a flash of sparks and energy, sending him flying backwards.

      And suddenly, the fight was on. It seemed as though everywhere around Dalia and Anders, Throne Marines were attempting to overrun their position.

      “Gah!” Anders grunted, spinning around to throw a fist clutched around the trigger of his pistol straight into the shoulder of the Marine attempting to bring his rifle down on Anders’s back.

      There was a discharge of orange meson light and the Throne Marine was spinning back against the tree, his shoulder a smoking ruin.

      There were sharp exhalations of breath and muffled grunts from behind him as Dalia spun and fought—using her Ilythian shell-rifle as a close-combat weapon as she hit one Marine against the heavy helmet before continuing to swivel on her hip as she delivered a leaping roundhouse kick to the same spot a second later.

      The Marine went down, but even the expert blows of the fighting Ilythian wouldn’t be enough to break through that armor.

      Not that Dalia was attempting to kill. She was already moving onto the next Marine attempting to surround them, landing from her roundhouse kick and swinging the shell-rifle to knock the Marine’s rifle to one side before jabbing him in the soft rubber seals between helmet and breastplate. The Marine gurgled and staggered back, momentarily shocked as the Ilythian didn’t let up but continued fighting, fighting for her life.

      How many are there? How many have I fought already? Anders thought as he turned, firing a blister of shots past Dalia’s shoulder to bring down an advancing Throne Marine. Again, the Marine was probably only wounded, as his battle-plate was far tougher than either of the Ilythian suits that Anders and Dalia wore.

      There was no time to strategize or calculate as Anders fired and ducked, spun and struck. He was sure that he was fighting some of the same Marines he’d already hit, but his laser pistols could only rarely incapacitate, just distract and injure.

      And he was starting to tire, the ex- officer knew. He was already turning to the sound of a Marine vaulting the burnt-out tree behind him, but his limbs just weren’t acting quick enough. The Marine stamp-kicked him in the chest, sending him crashing to the tree. He dropped one of his two laser pistols.

      With a grunt of victory, the Marine leveled his heavy rifle at the sprawled Anders—

      —before flying to one side when Dalia kicked the Marine in the head, following it up with a blast from her own shell-rifle.

      And suddenly, there was quiet. Or as near to quiet as there could be, given the burning wood and the distant screams of Ilythian civilians falling to other knots of throne insurgents.

      But their skirmish was over. Anders panted, his adrenaline slowly starting to peter out as he realized that there wasn’t anyone around to kill him. Not in the immediate moment, anyway.

      And he saw that lying on the street and in the shadows of the felled tree were the shapes and forms of an entire squad of Throne Marines. He counted eight bodies, with some of them still moaning and moving with broken or burnt limbs. Dalia was quickly moving between them, taking their rifles and smaller weapons, hastily calling for support from her wrist-screen as she leveled her gun on them. “Here,” she kicked one of the heavier throne rifles for Anders to do the same.

      “Don’t move,” Dalia said in human English to the first of the insurgents threatening to push himself upright.

      The Throne Marine made a grunting sort of snort of frustration in response, but did as he was told, freezing in place, with his helmet staring up at Dalia.

      Or just past Dalia, to be exact, Anders noted.

      And then the wave of PK energy hit them all, exactly like last time. Anders felt his stomach knot and his teeth ache, and immediately a sheen of sweat appeared on his brow. The effect wasn’t reserved for the defenders of Ilythia, however. Anders saw those Throne Marines who were still conscious—and not wrapped up in their own various pains of broken limbs or third-degree burns—flinch, and they started moaning.

      The feeling forced Anders to look past the tree to the end of the street, where the assembled gaggle of PKs were standing. They had only moved a little way since Anders had been convinced they were going to kill him, and now the humans stood in a rough group in the middle of a T-junction of wide lanes.

      The low alien buildings around them had been transformed into a warzone. No crystal-glass window stood intact, and several of the buildings were smoking ruins, while others had laser-blast marks on their walls. There were great gouges in the street, around the PK forcefield, where apparently the House Tularin defenders had attempted to fire heavier weapons against the strange invaders.

      Clearly, it hadn’t worked. Anders couldn’t see any more House Tularin guards attacking or even standing before the psychic squad. But there was a litter of twisted and mangled bodies, stretching up and down the streets everywhere that the PKs could set their eyes on.

      And now, as the feeling of nausea and unease rose in Anders, he saw that every one of the PKs had tilted their heads up and were staring into the sky—straight at the gigantic floating citadel of House Tularin.
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      “Dear God,” Anders whispered when he realized just what the psychics were doing.

      There, above the trees and the smoke columns that rose over the city, was the floating citadel of House Tularin—a monastery of pale stone built out of a deeply whorled and ridged island of natural rock. It had towers of shining silver or steel sticking up from its center, and a flower of landing and docking ledges fanning around it. Even now, Anders could see flights of Ilythian shuttles shooting from its hangars to counter the various throne insurgents attacking the capital city.

      But something was happening to the entire citadel. It was starting to wobble and from its sedate station, as if some terrible force was slowly rocking it, side to side—

      It’s them. Anders’s gaze swept to the human PKs as they glared skyward.

      There was nothing that he could do to stop it.

      The sense of nausea and bone-ache was only rising in Anders as he looked from one thing to the other. He saw small puffs of glittering glass from high above as the windows of the floating fortress started to shatter and burst.

      “Ach!” Dalia, however, didn’t feel so helpless. She turned her shell-rifle to fire at the human PKs in a rapid succession, but her blasts had the same effect now as they had every other time someone had tried to halt the psychics. They either exploded in a bloom of sparks or ricocheted off the psychic field, leaving its occupants unscathed either way.

      And meanwhile, the floating citadel was starting to judder and twist in the air, turning on a twenty-degree angle, then thirty… Bits of the natural bedrock that the citadel was built on broke free with booms like landslides, spiraling through the air before crashing to the city below and causing even more mayhem.

      Anders saw a shadow of movement and heard a grunt from behind him. He spun to see that one of the injured guards had taken the opportunity to leap to his feet, kicking Dalia in the back of the legs before turning to flee into the park. The other Marines who were uninjured enough to move were likewise getting up.

      “Rargh!” One of them swung a metal-clad fist at Anders, and he was forced to take a step back, leveling the rifle and firing.

      The man went down in a snarl of pain and with a sickening thump, but it was chaos once again all around. They had lost at least four of the captured Marines, who had escaped back over the downed tree to rejoin their comrades worming their way through the city. The only Marines that Anders and Dalia had to look after now were the incapacitated.

      “Leave them,” Dalia said in an urgent, annoyed whisper as she looked back at the citadel of her family, and the home of her father. Anders saw the alien woman grit her teeth in a snarl of frustration.

      The citadel was now starting to lower itself in fits and starts as more of its bedrock was broken off. Anders saw, with horrible clarity, unpowered shuttles and equipment starting to slide out of the lower hanger bays, tumbling end over end to crash to the city. It was as if the humans had found a way to bombard the Ilythian city after all, only they were using the Ilythians’ own tools to do it.

      And without the House Tularin war-servers… Anders wondered. Did that mean the Ilythians wouldn’t be able to coordinate the battle between Ilythian and human forces happening out there on the borders?

      The policeman was absolutely clear that up there, too, was the human Voider Patch McGuire, who had saved his life and made the jammer that might be able to block the Archon’s power. And Jake, the human psychic. His friends.

      But there was nothing that either Anders or Dalia could do. Nothing he could do at all to stop their destruction.
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        * * *

      

      “Master!” the horrified whisper from one of her junior healers brought Kala’voran crashing into the present. It was a present of sliding floors and alarms and flashing lights as the House of Tularin started to turn and shake.

      “We have to get you out of here!” the junior healer was exclaiming, even daring to reach forward to tug at the master healer’s silver-and-white robes.

      “Get to the shuttles! Take those that can move!” Kala’voran ordered urgently, sliding to one side of the room where the wall was now at a lowering angle. “Go!” Kala’voran shouted at the young healer, who was also scrabbling and stumbling to the hold their balance.

      The younger healer looked seriously at her master for a brief moment before nodding and flinging herself down the corridor.

      I’m too old anyway, Kala’voran thought as she held onto the walls. I am too old to move the injured or run for the shuttles… And she was not the sort of Ilythian who would want any of her people killed because of their sympathy and loyalty to her.

      A sudden crash made the Ilythian yelp in fright. It was the white medical pod containing the comatose psychic smashing into the wall that was trying its best to become a floor, alongside gigantic rubber plants and crashed medical equipment.

      The white, coffin-like medical bed had burst apart, one side of its seals broken and ruptured, but the human teenager wasn’t in it.

      No, Jake was instead floating in the center of the slowly twisting room, his limbs oddly hanging limp at his sides, and his head bowed.

      “Fekari!” the master healer swore as Jake slowly raised his head, his eyes a gleaming, solid, iridescent black.

      And suddenly he opened his mouth, and he howled…
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      Down on the streets of the capital, stones rained from the sky, along with shuttles, equipment, and the contents of the open hangar bays of House Tularin. The city was in turmoil, and Anders could hear the long, mournful Ilythian equivalent of air-raid sirens ringing everywhere.

      But then a singular note in the middle of the sirens started to grow, clearer and clearer through the screams and torment of battle.

      It was a high note, one like a sustained vibrato, but it was also eerie and unnatural. It was a sound no mortal voice could ever have made.

      And the shaking, twisting, juddering citadel paused in its descent. It was only a hundred meters from the tallest of the Ilythian city buildings, glimpsed through the shifting haze of smoke and impact-dust.

      Are they firing their field generators? Anders watched in horror and awe, but the deep blue gleam around the blackened circles placed here and there on the rocks did not appear to be gaining in intensity or strength.

      But somehow, still, the citadel started to right itself in the air, slowly pulling its towered head up and up until it was once again hanging in the sky—albeit much, much lower than it ever should have been.

      “They’ve done it!” Anders gasped. He didn’t quite know what they had done to avert the city-killing event, but Anders could see quite plainly that at least something had happened.

      And through all this, that sustained, vibrato note remained loud and clear…until it suddenly sharpened in pitch and intensity.

      Anders saw a disturbance in the air, like the way that a heat haze shimmers over a hot road surface, or ripples flash through water. The policeman heard a rising whine like an approaching gale, getting louder and louder.

      Something hit the PK field, and the shockwave of the impact was so great that it flung both Anders and Dalia off their feet, turning and hitting the street and scraping across the stones as the ground shook.

      “What happened? Who attacked!?” Anders asked, to hear Moriarty’s voice glitch in static, before responding.

      “Unknown, sir. A powerful kinetic blast—” the simulated intelligence said as bits of rubble and dust rained down around them.

      “Dalia!” Anders managed to shout, although the roar of the wind or the shock wave was so high that it made it nearly impossible for Anders to make out any returning answer. The ground still shook, and all Anders could do was hold onto the street and hope that nothing fell out of the sky and crushed him.

      Suddenly, with a grunt, there was the long-fingered Ilythian hand of Dalia closing over his own, and she was there beside him as they attempted to shield each other from the fallout.

      Which was slowing, and the noise receding, and the ground ceasing to shake.

      “What was that?” Anders breathed again. He had heard Moriarty’s analysis, but a kinetic blast could be anything from a missile to an asteroid.

      “I think…” Dalia raised herself from where they had huddled, with a layer of gray dust completely coating her already-pale features. She was looking back up the street towards the intersection—or what was left of it. “I think I know who is responsible, anyway…” Dalia whispered.

      Anders groaned, turning over to raise his head and look.

      The wide T-junction had been transformed into a steaming crater. Drifts of hazy smoke left the ground where it must have been super-heated. The crater wasn’t a perfect circle, but instead the edges were puckered and broken street stones and buildings, as if the ground had been repeatedly pulverized by insanely-strong forces.

      Of the human PKs, there was no sign at all. Not even a scrap of jumpsuit remained. Anders wondered wildly if they had done this to themselves—an act of mass suicide rather than get caught?

      But why would they do that when they were winning? Anders blinked and shook his head at the strangeness of it. Whatever it was, or whatever secret weapon that the Ilythians had used to atomize them, the strike had been insanely powerful.

      Then Anders looked up and struggled to comprehend that it was an insanely powerful force that could only come from the one small human form hanging in the air in front of the crater.

      It was Jake.

      The human PK, his friend, floated like a lifeless mannequin for a moment, head bowed and limbs loose at his sides. He appeared to have no blue field energy supporting him or sustaining his unnatural flight.

      And then, Anders’s sense of unease and the grinding ache in his jaw abruptly turned off as all psychic energy evaporated from their surroundings, and Jake fell to the floor, landing in a heap at the edge of the crater.
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      “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s completely unprecedented, even among our own kind,” said Kala’voran, the Master Healer of House Tularin.

      The elderly Ilythian stood alongside Anders, Dalia, and Patch McGuire in Tularin citadel, no longer in the medical bay but in Master Iktin’s audience chambers. It had a depressed lower seating area, where the council’s speaker and recordist were already assembled.

      In the center of the lower circle was a chair, upon which sat the slumped form of Jake.

      Anders saw Iktin cast a quick look at Dalia, and although he wasn’t an expert in xenobiology, he thought he could see what the master was thinking. That Jake is dangerous. Maybe too dangerous to stay on Ilythia…

      And the problem was, Anders was wondering if the alien was right.

      Below them, the capital city of Ilya had been returned to law, if not necessarily order. Large screens over the walls reported on and analyzed the state of the premier city, showing that the central metropolitan areas looked as though they had been bombed by the falling wreckage.

      But the Throne Marines had finally been contained and—Anders grimaced slightly—had nearly fought to the last man, though a few were now somewhere inside the city’s holding cells.

      The Throne Marines are fanatical, Anders knew, because he remembered the training and psychotherapeutic regimes well.

      “Well.” A cough came from Master Iktin on one side of the low benches. He leaned forward to look inquisitively at the human psychic, before raising one eyebrow and settling himself back in his seat. “Despite this…situation, I can report that the first Battle for Ilythia has been a success.” He gestured with both hands and there was a flash of blue field energy. On one of the larger screens above their heads, the images of the wrecked city turned into one of the starry vaults of space.

      Scattered before the stars were the slowly revolving, still sparking and occasionally even exploding, ship parts. Anders let out a breath. It was perhaps one of the largest battle-sites he had seen in his lifetime, rivaling that of the Eternal Empress’s earlier attempts to pacify and push back the Mondrauks. But Anders could see that there were many fragments of the iridescent, shell-like Ilythian ships alongside the bulkier, gray-and-gold machine parts from the Golden Throne.

      The cost was high, he thought.

      “Master Iktin.” The speaker—an older Ilythian woman with hair as white as ice-frost—turned to her colleague. “How many ships were lost?”

      “The humans lost sixty-eight vessels in total, with a possible twelve more fleeing into jump before we could neutralize them,” Master Iktin said, with a clear hint of pride in his voice.

      “You misunderstand me, Master Iktin. How many of our ships were lost?” she asked gravely, and at this, Master Iktin fluttered his eyelids, momentarily seeming embarrassed.

      “Forty-three,” Master Iktin said grimly, and next to Anders, Dalia let out a gasp of shock.

      “But the entire fleet is only—” she began, before another of her father’s cold glances silenced his daughter. But the interruption was spotted by the speaker—who appeared to Anders to be some sort of council administrator for all of Ilythian kind. The white-haired alien raised one finely-sculpted eyebrow at the Master of House Tularin.

      “Remind me again how large is our entire Ilythian fleet, Master Tularin?” she said.

      Anders saw Iktin’s eyes flutter. “Seventy-eight vessels prior to the throne confrontation, Master Speaker. Not that it matters, now that we have effectively broken the back of the Golden Throne forces—”

      “You haven’t,” Anders heard himself say, a sick feeling spreading through his stomach. I know what I am doing. I am betraying my race. My species.

      “Lieutenant Anders.” The speaker nodded for Anders to continue.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, sirs,” Anders said gravely. “It has been a long time since I was in the battle-ranks of the Throne Marines—twelve years or more—but even back then, the Throne Marines boasted being able to field at least two hundred battle-ready ships,” he said, and the most ancient amongst them, the wizened form of the recordist in deep and heavy plum robes, let out a low moan and slumped his head into his hands.

      Anders knew what horror he was bringing to the Ilythians, but he also knew that he had to be clear about the dangers that they faced. They may have destroyed seventy-odd throne warships, but that was only a fraction of the throne fleet. “And those numbers were over a decade ago, before the Eternal Empress began this insane quest for a war with your peoples.”

      She might even have doubled those numbers by now, Anders thought. As it was, just on the lowest estimate, the remaining throne warships would still outnumber the Ilythians five-to-one.

      “Oh, believe me,” Master Iktin said tersely, “I think from what we saw on the streets of the capital today, we can trust that the Eternal Empress has been planning this offensive for a very long time!” He glared with obvious hatred and blame directed at Anders.

      The lieutenant could only nod. The war-master of the Ilythians was probably right. How long did it take to grow PK clones? To test and develop them?

      “Gentlemen, please,” the speaker cut in with a sigh of exhaustion. “We can take heart in the fact that for today, at least, the borders of Ilythian territory is safe, and we have won our first battle—”

      “Which is why it is time to strike an offensive!” Master Iktin took to his feet, turning to stride back and forth across the circle, ignoring the slumped form of Jake sitting there.

      “Strike with what, Father!?” Dalia burst out. “Twenty-five ships!?”

      “Hsss!” Master Iktin hissed, cat-like, at the apparent disloyalty of his own blood. “I have already prepared a plan.” He gestured once again to the screens and moved his long fingers to manipulate his way through various flashing lines of code until the screen showed a technical, three-dimensional diagram of a large, tubular, pointed object.

      A missile. Anders blinked, but he couldn’t understand the Ilythian glyphs that explained what it was and how it did it.

      “I already have these in development. I call them the Hokkai missiles,” Iktin said proudly. Anders heard the speaker hissing as she stood up slowly from her bench.

      “Absolutely not—” she began.

      “What is it?” Anders whispered to Dalia, who had appeared to have become even paler than usual. “What’s the payload?” Anders asked urgently, imagining some terrifyingly large gigaton of explosive force, capable of destroying entire cities.

      “The Hokka virus,” Dalia breathed back, glancing at Anders with fearful eyes.

      “A virus? Biological warfare?” Anders started to frown. “How bad is it?”

      “It’s bad,” she said.

      Anders had been trained as a soldier, and then as a policeman. He knew that war and battle and crimes were often bloody, dirty, and from dark parts of the human psyche, but he also knew that biological weapons only had once purpose: to kill as many innocent civilians as possible.

      Master Iktin isn’t suggesting going after military objectives, or even the Throne Marines entire, or the Eternal Empress, Anders’ fists started to ball at his sides. He’s suggesting going after humanity itself.

      “No,” the speaker said again, firmly, waving her own hand for the screen containing the Hokkai missiles to go thankfully dark. “We do not want genocide on our hands—”

      “What hands would that be, Speaker?” Master Iktin rounded on her abruptly. “The cold and dead hands of a blasted home world once the Eternal Empress has overwhelmed us? You must see the danger that we are facing. The Eternal Empress means to wipe us out!”

      “We still cannot support the wholescale eradication of millions of fellow living beings!” The speaker appeared adamant, as the recordist beside her still sat with his ancient head in his hands, apparently too appalled by everything.

      “We?” Iktin asked. “Perhaps I will have to put this to a vote. To the full Council of Ilythia, and their choice will be clear: To cripple the human race before they completely drive us to extinction!”

      The man was only finding his stride, however, as he nodded at Jake’s slumped form. “And look at what the Eternal Empress has created. You must have seen what I saw, Master Speaker! The Eternal Empress is harvesting the power of the Black Sun to create an army of psychics able to tear entire cities apart with their minds! Do you really believe that she intends to do nothing with that power?”

      “The full strength of the Black Sun has not yet been unleashed—” the speaker started to say, but even to Anders’s ears, her argument sounded weak, fearful.

      “Precisely. Not yet,” Iktin snapped. “But it will only be a matter of time!”

      “Not if we can stop it!” Anders was surprised when Dalia suddenly spoke out.

      How? Anders shared a look with Patch. Is she talking about getting Patch to make another jammer to block the signal of the Archon?

      “The Well,” Dalia said, looking seriously to the speaker. “Just a few days ago, you told me here in this very room the legend of the Black Sun, what the humans call the Archon device, and how there are ancient inscriptions telling its story at a place called the Well, is that so?”

      “You are dreaming, daughter, if you think you will find some golden answer to our problems there!” Iktin spat. “You have lost your sight of the way ahead. We have no time for riddles and quests.” Another sidelong look at Jake. “Just look at the danger that this…being has been able to cause while he has been here!”

      “Jake saved our lives from the empress’s psychics,” Anders growled.

      “And not three days ago, he also killed some of my household when he could no longer control the power that the Black Sun has put in him!” Iktin countered. “No. This is no time to try and juggle fire and hope that we are not the ones who get burnt! We must act, decisively and finally, to eradicate this threat that the humans have been posing for a long time.”

      Anders let out a low, angered grumble from the back of his throat. It sounded to him that Master Iktin was saying that humanity itself—not the Eternal Empress—were a pest across the galaxy.

      “But we have to try, Father!” Dalia stated. “If we can sever the connection with the Black Sun that the Eternal Empress has, then we might have a chance against her conventional forces.”

      “Not at five-to-one odds, we won’t,” the recordist said, his alien voice quavering but clear. Anders saw how everyone else fell silent in respect for the archivist, historian, and apparent judge of the Ilythian peoples.

      “Even if you manage it, Dchllyiea, the humans still have a far bigger fleet than we do,” he said seriously. “So, when we meet with the full council, I will be encouraging the others to ratify Master Iktin’s Hokkai missiles.”

      There was an angry hiss from the speaker, and a gargled cough of outrage from Dalia.

      “The Mondrauks! The Secari! We get allies in our fight—” she attempted desperately, referring to the devil-like gigantic race called the Mondrauks, or the marsh-dwelling crab-men of the Secari.

      “The Secari are the humans’ pawns and slaves, child!” the Master of House Iktin said. “And the Mondrauks have never been friends to the Ilythian peoples.”

      “But…but when they see what the Eternal Empress is intent on doing, the injustice that she is committing against our people—” Dalia was saying, but the look on Master Iktin’s face was enough to show how little credence he gave to her plans. Anders could even feel Dalia’s shame at the way her own father wouldn’t deign to answer her idea, he looked so disdainfully upon it.

      “This meeting is adjourned,” Iktin said, turning to ascend the steps up to the control screens of his chambers. “I will be calling a full meeting of the Council of Ilythia forthwith!”

      “You are making a mistake, father.” Dalia was standing now, her voice hot and angry. But it appeared that no one here in the stronghold of House Tularin had the right to challenge its master, who walked purposefully out of the room.

      “I am afraid that I can only concur with the Master of House Tularin,” the recordist said seriously, who turned to also ascend the low steps and walk slowly out of the room, leaving behind the speaker, Dalia, Patch, Anders, and the master healer alongside the slumped Jake in the chair.

      “May the stars forgive us for what we are about to do,” the master healer bowed her head before sighing, then standing to check Jake’s vital signs with a small handheld sensor. Anders could see that the idea of biological warfare brought the healer the deepest shame.

      “Master Speaker.” Dalia turned instead to the white-haired chairwoman of the Council in desperation. “Is there really nothing that can be done?”

      Anders looked at the speaker, seeing that for the first time since he had met her, the wise and ancient Ilythian had lost that aura of dignity and grace. She looked suddenly slumped and frail.

      “You know our laws, Agent Dchllyiea,” the speaker breathed. “If your father and the recordist manage to convince the council, then that will be the action that we take. And as your father is the most experienced military leader that we Ilythians have…” The speaker opened her hands apologetically, but it clearly cost her to admit this.

      “But…” The speaker’s head rose abruptly. “While the war effort of the Ilythian peoples might be set, that does not halt the actions of brave Ilythian individuals and their allies.” She nodded graciously toward Anders and Patch.

      “Are you saying that you…” Dalia breathed.

      She’s going to let us leave the planet, Anders thought.

      “As the spokesperson for our people, I can authorize a diplomatic mission,” the speaker said urgently. “I will send you to Jakka.”

      Jakka, Anders blinked. The home world of the Mondrauks.
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      “Ready?” Dalia whispered to Anders sitting beside her in the cockpit of an Ilythian scout vessel in one of the lower launch bays. The cockpit held two forward seats and one moving seat behind them, where Patch was swinging to one side or another of the ship, checking readouts and screens.

      “Engines ready,” Patch said, his voice low. He’s freaked out by all of this, Anders thought, making a mental note to try and find time to reassure the young Voider when he got the chance. Patch McGuire was only in his twenties and had already seen war and ancient alien god-things, and he had the full weight of the Throne Marines after him…

      “Anders?” Dalia asked, and Anders looked at the surrounding curve of screens around his control chair. Moriarty had patched up with the ship’s servers and helpfully translated the controls for Anders, but he was painfully aware that his learning curve was much steeper than it was for the technically-minded Patch.

      “I think so,” he said with a hesitant grin.

      “I have done what I can,” said Kala’voran from behind them, where she had seated Jake in one of the main hold chairs, still slumped with his head forward. Jake hadn’t fully woken up since he had atomized the enemy psychics, but his life signs were strong and healthy, they’d been told.

      The young PK now wore a circlet of white modules, strung together with silver wire, over his brow. “A PK dampener.” The master healer gently touched a few of the white, rounded modules on the youth’s temples. “It won’t halt his abilities, but it might give him some relief for a little while.”

      “Thank you,” Anders murmured. They had realized almost straight away that they couldn’t leave Jake behind, not with Master Iktin feeling the way he did about him.

      And I feel better being able to keep an eye on him myself, Anders thought, although he was forced to acknowledge the shiver of fear that said that, if Jake lost control once again and the full force of the Black Sun—or Archon—came through, there was little that he could do to help.

      But we have to try, he remembered Dalia’s words to her father and the others. At the end of the day, that is all that we can do.

      “Then all I can ask is that the stars guide you,” the master healer said seriously, before there was the hiss of the hold door.

      For a brief second, there was silence as Anders looked out of the forward viewscreen to see the rest of the hangar, its tall, arching bay doors covered with a thin film of blue field energy. On the other side, Anders could once again see the smoke-scarred skies of Ilythia, but not the destroyed city. There were House Tularin workers and guards hurrying from one station or ship to another, but none of them had seemed to notice Agent Dalia commandeering one of their scout vessels.

      “The blade is sharp,” Anders heard Dalia breathe as she pressed on the holo-field controls that sprung up to her hands as soon as she moved. There was a shudder, and the small Ilythian scout started to rise—

      BWAR! In an instant, their cockpit was filled with a flashing orange warning light.

      “What is it!?” Anders ground his teeth.

      BWAR! “It’s the engines…” Patch said breathlessly. “Something is interfering with them!”

      “It’s Father, it must be! He is trying to stop us leaving!” Dalia spat, pushing her hands down further to make the Ilythian scout shudder and rise a little higher.

      “Attention, Scout Vessel!” Their console glitched with the sudden arrival of a new voice. “This is Tularin Launch Control. Your vessel has not been cleared to takeoff. Please power down your engines.”

      BWAR! BWAR! The alarm chimes continued to ring loudly, and the orange lights flashed.

      “I think I can shield the jamming signal.” Patch was working feverishly at one of the consoles.

      “Do it!” Dalia said, before saying in a clearer voice, “Tularin Launch Control. This is Agent Dchllyiea, acting on behalf of the Council of Ilythia. Are you suggesting that you have the right to stop the council’s business?”

      The scout shuddered in the air, and now Anders could see that there were guards running towards their vessel. Well, House Tularin guards, he corrected. They wore the heavy red-and-silver battle-plate, sculpted to their bodies, just like rest of House Tularin, and they held their long halberd-rifles in their hands.

      And at their head marched the red-robed Master Iktin, gesturing angrily at the vessel.

      “Please wait for clarification, Scout Vessel,” Launch Control spoke.

      “Don’t,” Anders said quickly. He had been in the military and security services long enough to know this tactic well. “If you wait, then we won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Patch!” Dalia said, her hands almost forced as far as they could go as she fought with the jamming signal attempting to cripple their field generators.

      “Almost got it—” Patch said, his hands moving in a blur. The ship shuddered once more, swerved suddenly to the right and wobbled before Dalia dragged it back into the air.

      “Halt! Halt!” It was Dalia’s father, his voice coming through the ship’s intercom system. “Daughter! I forbid this! What do you think you are doing!”

      Anders saw Dalia hesitate for just the briefest second. He had no idea what it must have been like, being raised by the most war-like faction of the Ilythians, destined to be a great soldier—before she became an agent.

      “Father, you cannot hold me here. You have to let me go,” Dalia said, but she didn’t sound angry. She just sounded sad.

      “Dchllyiea! I order you to power down your generators and engines now!” Anders could hear Master Iktin shouting the words as he pointed a long finger straight at the cockpit. His palace guards leveled their halberd-rifles in response.

      He’s going to fire on his own daughter!? Anders’s hands twitched toward the solidifying holo-controls of his own seat. They glittered into life, looking like handles—with triggers.

      “Got it!” Patch said, slamming the last few keys of code in, and suddenly the orange light and the alarm bells turned off.

      “Vent forward nacelle heat-sink!” Dalia snapped.

      Anders had no idea what a forward nacelle heat-sink was, but Patch did. With a burst of activity, the ship shuddered, and a plume of thick white steam erupted in front of and around the vessel.

      “Hold onto your seats,” Dalia said, bringing both levers back toward her as the vessel’s nose rose, and she shot forward as the fogged guards fell back.

      “Anders, the door shields!” Dalia said, and Anders pulled on the field-generated trigger handles.

      Multiple volleys of flaring white light lanced out from underneath their cockpit, striking the faint blue shimmer in an instant, sending sparks, creating a white haze, and then—

      With a flash of light, the door shields collapsed under the sustained attack, and the elongated triangle shape of the Ilythian ship flashed through the now-open launch bay doors and into the Ilythian skies beyond, as Dalia’s father behind them howled in anger and frustration.
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            The Impressions Left by a God

          

        

      

    

    
      Ilythian Territory Space

      

      The Ilythian scout vessel bearing Anders, Dalia, Patch, and Jake shot through the cerulean blues and greens of alien skies before the viewscreen misted with the white of Ilythia’s planetary defense shield. Anders breathed a sigh of relief when, one by one, the Ilythian near-orbital tracking satellites pinged them, and apparently let their vessel go.

      There is some benefit to having the Spokeswoman of the Ilythian Council as an ally, Anders thought. He noticed that no similar relief was felt by his friend Dalia, however, as the alien’s hands and arms were still clutched tight on the holo-controls, and the lieutenant could see her grind her teeth together in agitation.

      But then, the viewscreen was suddenly flaring the last brilliance of white and was replaced with the darks of space. Looking at the smaller external scanners, Anders could see the pearlescent orb of the planet’s shield, completely obscuring every feature of the surface below, dotted with the whirling silver dots of the satellites. Ilythia had always prided itself on being un-scannable and un-invadable. Not anymore, Anders thought. He wondered then how much data the Throne Marine insurgency unit had managed to capture on their enemy and send back to the Eternal Empress before they were finally captured or neutralized.

      But the lieutenant’s worries were replaced as Patch made a low, surprised cough behind him.

      “Dear stars,” he breathed, and Anders’s eyes rose to the forward viewing screen to see the state of the Ilythian fleet.

      The near space of the alien planet was studded with craft, but to Anders’s eyes, it looked more like a wreck yard than a star port.

      “Ah,” he said.

      There were the large Ilythian destroyers, looking like strange fish being pulled toward small, white, automated robotic platforms on blue tractor beams. In each one, Anders could see signs of some sort of catastrophic damage. Whole fan-like wings were ripped from their hulls, burnt-out holes were scored through the vessels as if some vengeful god had thrown spears through them. Some appeared only in parts, breaking apart even as they were dragged. And beyond them, the flashes of white and purple light as more ships from the distant battle were being brought in, whole shoals of slowly revolving, useless Ilythian fighters.

      “Technically,” Patch murmured, “you didn’t actually lose—”

      “Urgh!” Dalia’s opinion on Patch’s attempt at optimism was clear as she snappily brushed her hand through the holo-controls and the field generators at the back of the scout shuddered to life.

      “Jakka System, two jumps,” the Ilythian said through tight lips as she hit the jump activation.

      The Ilythian vessel started up a vibration murmur, moving from a slow hum to an increasing whine, before suddenly the sight of stars and ships around them blurred and swam, and Anders felt the drop of vertigo in his stomach as they entered warp.
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        * * *

      

      “Approaching Maldava Sector,” Patch read from the human-translated readouts on his engineering screens. The scout had been skipping over the dimension of normal space for almost an hour of regular time, indicating quite a considerable distance had been traveled in material space, and they were approaching one of the outer-most territories of Ilythian space.

      “Maldava points hub-ward, towards the galactic center,” Dalia breathed, the first words that the Ilythian had said in all that time.

      “Good.” Anders knew that was on the other side of the Golden Throne-Ilythian war, and so should be at least a little safer than the contested warzones of space.

      But the goat-like Mondrauks could still present enough dangers of their own. Anders had only had few dealings with them before, and although they were rare visitors to Golden Throne space, even the arrival of one Mondrauk traveler could spell trouble if they became irate.

      “Moriarty, give me the Mondrauk briefing,” Anders murmured, patching the simulated intelligence through the scout’s speakers as he unclipped his harness and got up to check on Jake.

      
        
        “Throne Galactic Survey, vol. 23.1.b

        ENTRY: Mondrauk (the)

        CLASSIFICATION: Xeno lifeform.

        HOMEWORLD: Jakka, Sector 8.

        RANGE: 1 Sector, scattered ‘nomadic’ station-ships, predominantly encountered in smaller, one to twelve-person deep-space expedition vessels.

      

        

      
        The Mondrauks are a six-point-five to seven-point-five-foot humanoid mammal, with a body mass of one-point-five of human average. Physically stronger than the human mean. Notable for their backward-sweeping bone-growths at each side of the cranium, plus reversed (‘dog-like’) knee joints to human average, making them capable of leaping bounds many meters higher and further than the human norm.

      

        

      
        The Mondrauks are considered a belligerent race by the Golden Throne, given to their highly war-like nature. Their society, however, appears open to the extent of trade and travel, and they rarely engage in acts of piracy or banditry. Their home world of Jakka is a medium-class large planet that has had a high degree of seismic and volcanic activity throughout its history, creating continents with large mountain ranges. It’s theorized this encouraged the Mondrauks to evolve their particular leg structure and movement characteristics.

      

        

      
        Mondrauks are ruled by the jhan, a supreme war-lord position responsible for forging together several of the Mondrauk tribal clans in centuries past. Individual towns and settlements are usually ruled over by the largest tribal grouping in the locality, under their own lesser jhan-il.

        Mondrauk culture favors strength and tribal loyalty above almost all other factors and encourages the displays of such. Jhan-ils can request the jhan to perform ohtma—short and intensely violent crusades based on revenge, punishment, or perceived injustices. These crusades can involve individual Mondrauk up to entire tribes, and, although usually directed at other Mondrauk individuals or communities, can be directed at other xeno-individuals or communities. The success and failure of these ohtma greatly enhance or decrease the social standing and prestige of the participating/sponsoring jhan-il.

      

        

      
        Occasionally, the entire Mondrauk society can be called into a jhan-ohtma, or holy war, in which all Mondrauks are expected to participate. The last such jhan-ohtma was the Mondrauk-Golden Throne Belligerence one hundred and fifty years before the modern age, in which the Mondrauks were defeated.”

      

      

      “Nice bunch,” Anders heard a murmur from ahead of him as he left the open cockpit and saw that Jake’s eyes were open, even if he looked sleepy.

      “Jake!” Anders crossed the space to his chair quickly, kneeling beside him to look at the youth’s eyes. The pale teenager looked even stranger with his circlet of modular PK-suppressants, like a crown on his head.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Terrible,” Jake said, but he managed a ghost of a smile, before blinking and looking out through the distant cockpit viewscreens. “We’re at warp. We’re not on Ilythia anymore…”

      Anders winced a little, then explained what had happened back on the Ilythian home world, and the need to get him off-world before Master Iktin made a decision about the young PK’s fate.

      “And so, we’ve been tasked with a diplomatic mission on behalf of the Ilythians to the Mondrauks,” he said with a sigh.

      “Ugh.” Jake rolled his neck. “I guess that the Ilythians really don’t like us then?”

      “Ha.” Anders presumed it was a joke, but he had to wonder if there was some truth to what the teenager said. “But what is done is done. Do you feel strong enough to do this?” Although he’ll just have to, I guess, he had to admit to himself.

      “I feel…” Jake’s eyes narrowed a little as he stared into the middle distance. “Different. Almost like normal, but not…”

      Anders watched as the youth sought for the words to describe the effect of the Ilythian PK-suppressant.

      “You wouldn’t believe what it was like, Anders,” Jake whispered. “After the Archon left—”

      I just might, Anders thought grimly. The Archon had jumped into Anders’s mind first after Anders had tried to take the transmitter that connected to its psychic wavelength. It was clear now, from what Anders had seen on Ilythia, that since the Golden Throne had recovered that transmitter from them when the throne had attacked the garden world of Terevesin, the Eternal Empress had found a way to empower her own psychics to perform incredible feats with the Black Sun.

      “It was horrible, but also so powerful.” Jake’s eyes refocused on Anders. “Even without the presence of that thing in my mind, I felt capable of so much more.” The teenager’s voice grew soft, almost inaudible. “It was like my thoughts could travel anywhere, and all I had to do was to reach out and the whole galaxy could be putty in my hands—”

      FZZT! There was a sudden flicker of lights up and down the scout, and the holo-controls glitched the moment Jake’s eyes went blurry, before everything snapped back to normal.

      “What was that!?" the irate Dalia hissed.

      “Can’t track it… Field interference…” Patch studied his screens, but everything seemed to have returned to normal now.

      “It was nothing,” Anders said gravely, looking at Jake. The youth was frowning, clearly worried he had caused the glitch. “You can do this, Jake,” Anders whispered, before rising to retake his seat.

      “Leaving warp in three, two, and—” Patch counted down, and suddenly the brilliant white light on their viewscreens wavered and was laced with purple, before they appeared in normal space once more.

      And all of the ship’s targeting alarms went off.
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            The Maldava Sector Incursion

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sensors registering multiple target locks tracking our position,” Moriarty said from Anders’s throat node.

      “Uk-mia!” Dalia swore as multiple orange triangles appeared on the screens ahead, flashing at an increasing rate. Whatever the crafts were behind them were too far away to see with any precision at this distance, but Anders could see the vectors growing larger and faster with every passing heartbeat.

      “Moriarty, analyze energy signatures, what are we talking about here?” Anders said as he pushed his hands forward to feel the electric fizz of the holo-controls sweeping upward into his hands.

      “Scanning…” Moriarty said, and Anders’s half of the split viewscreen in front of him suddenly started to fill with green writing.

      
        
        Energy Class: Field Generators (Red Shift Engines)

        Energy Output: 2.5 (small-medium class craft).

        Energy Analysis:

        •Maximum of Four Vessels.

        •Indicative of Throne/Republic/Non-aligned human.

      

      

      Anders hissed angrily. “Pirates,” he said.

      “How do you know?” Dalia snapped.

      “It’s the engine signatures.” It was an old trick that Anders had been taught in his short time as a Marine when he’d been deployed to the border patrol. There were many different types of space-capable ships in the twenty-fifth century, everything from Secari saucers to Mondrauk ‘titan’ ships to the strange near-organic Ilythian vessels.

      But there’s one thing they all have in common, Anders thought. Which was that they had to utilize their own individual and unique forms of field energy: the generators that could affect the sub-quanta level, creating radiation fields that bent gravity forward and behind them to allow jump travel.

      “The current field technology is blue-shift,” Anders said tersely, which referred to the glare of color that each field-generating engine was capable of producing. The red-shift glows were the older, less reliable forms of the engines, phased out almost eighty years ago through most space. Anders had heard it was even possible to differentiate which alien civilization used which engine by careful analysis of the field generator output, but he had never studied as a quantum engineer and couldn’t make that call.

      But Anders knew that the non-aligned humans of the Void worlds—such as Patch McGuire behind him—still used a lot of red-shift engines, although they were able to hack and modify their vessels to perform feats that even occasionally outstripped the more modern blue-shift ones.

      And the Void worlds are eight sectors away from here, Anders knew—right on the outer rim of the galaxy. It was next to unthinkable that a group of Voiders would be out here, nearing the opposite of their space, and also targeting them.

      Which only left one group of people who used the older engine forms: the pirates, bandits, and non-aligned raiders who cobbled together a living from out-of-date engines and ex-military craft wherever they could get their hands on them.

      “Stable target lock acquired from enemy vessels,” Moriarty informed them.

      “We’ll see about that!” Dalia said, pulling down sharply on one of the holo-handles while she threw the other forward. The scout jumped into a barrel-roll before swooping to one side as the flashing orange vectors reached a constant critical glare, and suddenly there were tracking lines lancing toward their positions.

      “Three medium meson canons fired,” Moriarty said, and his words were echoed in the bird-like Ilythian language of Dalia’s computers.

      “Reserve power to outer shields!” Dalia shouted, reversing the holo-handles positions. Anders felt his stomach lurch to one side as they suddenly swerved and spun in the opposite direction, flattening out into a downward curve.

      “We got a spare twenty percent. Outer shields on full.” Patch slammed home his own controls, and the viewscreen ahead shimmered with a slight blue glare as the outermost skin of the Ilythian two-shield system took prominence.

      There was a sudden flash of orange-red sparks to the right of their screen, and Anders felt the entire ship judder.

      “Right outer shielding down by thirty percent!” Patch called, just before there was another judder as another of the pirates’ meson cannons hit their ship somewhere beyond their view.

      “Rear-hull outer shielding down twenty-five percent!” Patch called.

      But there was a sizzling orange line of power as another bolt of burning particles shot across their prow, missing them completely.

      “They’re packing punches!” Anders said through gritted teeth, indicating the damage screens. Another couple of shots and they’d be through to the inner shields, which were far weaker than the beefed-up outer ones.

      Pirate vessels aren’t usually that powerful, Anders thought, just as Moriarty’s voice broke through his thoughts.

      “Enemy vessel’s retargeting. Close enough for visuals,” he informed Anders.

      “On screen,” Anders said. At the same time, Dalia had moved into taut concentration as she threw the vessel into ever faster and tighter turns, seeking to lose the targeting locks.

      Moriarty did as he was ordered, and Anders’s half of the split screen suddenly zoomed in to show the four vessels that they faced. They might once have been considered sleek, but had long-since been pocked, patched, and re-soldered, just like many pirate vessels that Anders had seen before.

      They had long, tapered noses, indicating that they were truly an old style of scout or fighter craft, with two large rounded nacelle tubes on either side of their hull.

      “Warthog class,” Anders said. They were a type of Throne Marine vessel that was almost a hundred years out of date and had once been used as a heavy combat fighter, before improvements in field generator and hull manufacturing could compact the large nacelles and hull plating to a fraction of the size they were then.

      “So!?” Dalia growled. “I don’t care what sort of ship they are, only that they’re about to punch a hole through my ship!”

      “They’re vulnerable at the nacelles,” Anders said. “Too heavy. Too large a target.”

      “Computer, rolling target lock on nacelles for all vessels,” Dalia said as she threw both holo-handles forward and attempted to swerve below the next brace of meson-bolts.

      There was a sudden heavy whump as the entire vessel shuddered and was thrown off course, momentarily spinning out of control.

      “Uk-mia!” Dalia wrestled with the engines and the controls.

      “Outer hull shield down!” Patch said breathlessly. “Inner shields taking a beating. We’ve got damage to our top hull plate!”

      One of the pirate’s attacks had gotten through, and it had been a dead-eye hit on their back. Anders flicked his fingers as Dalia had shown him how to do, feeling the electric pressure of the firing triggers appear solidly underneath them.

      “Moriarty, I need a targeting pattern to disable these schlubs now!” Anders growled.

      “Calculating. Done.” Moriarty—who had been designed as a military strategic and tactical intelligence first and foremost—calculated the options and the appropriate responses in micro-seconds. “Assisting firing.”

      Anders felt the firing handles start to press forward and assist his own movements.

      “Vessel one, four o’clock, spray pattern, two-second burst,” Moriarty said as Anders swung the handles to his right. On the top of the Ilythian scout, a series of four weapons modules that looked more like smoothed shells suddenly petaled open. Long guns jumped outward, swinging to the right and just behind the scout vessel.

      Anders fired, and smaller bolts of burning meson orange light shot out from the four-gun units in a synchronized tandem volley.

      “Vessel two, two o’clock down, negative thirty degrees, spray pattern, three-second burst,” Moriarty said. Anders felt the handles already unlocking for him to swing backward as another four-set of weapon modules petaled open on the under-hull and an exactly identical set of guns fired down at another of the vessels.

      “Vessel three, dead-eye six o’clock, sustained fire,” Moriarty said, and Anders did so, swinging the handles in a small circular motion for all eight guns to swivel around and target behind the vessel at the Warthog pirate raider lining up for a straight shot into the scout’s rear field generators.

      “Get some!” Anders muttered the Throne Marine saying out of habit as all eight guns fired and a cloud of burning orange blistered across the pronounced nose of the pursuing raider craft.

      Anders watched the burst of orange and the glitter of the pirate’s blue shields before they were broken down in an instant, and then the sustained volley crashed into the nose and forward cockpit of the vessel.

      Ripples of fiery sparks burst up and down the vessel as the craft was easily overwhelmed. Its front half was almost completely blown apart as its rear body flipped over, revolving and spinning crazily into space.

      “Where’s number four!?” Anders was shouting, just before they found out.

      The Warthog pirate vessels were harrying them, chasing them and flinging themselves towards the scout vessel in desperate abandon. The fourth, untouched vessel had managed to swoop below the Ilythian scout and shot past their left side as it fired, and the scout was suddenly rolling and rocking to one side.

      “Below hull outer shields down!” Patch called. “Inner shields down to twenty percent! Damage to carriage. I’m diverting power from all available systems.”

      The scout rolled off to its right through space, which was a blessing, as more bolts of angry meson fire flared ahead and around them where the remaining attackers sought to bring them down.

      “Stabilizers!” Dalia called on her computer, for their action to steady as the physical combustion rockets fired in multiple places over their hull, nullifying their desperate roll and turning it into a swerve.

      There were still three pirates out there, but only two appeared to be attempting a weapons lock on them. Anders, with Moriarty’s firing plan, had managed to disable one of the three remaining craft, which was slowly turning end over end, firing its engines and rockets in fitful glitches as the remaining two shot past.

      “Seven o’clock, full-fire, sir,” Moriarty said, and Anders wasted no time in turning his firing handles to do just that. All eight guns swiveled to recoil and fire into the night at the nearest pirate vessel, sending bolt after bolt of energy out across space. Anders watched with a wolf-like snarl as the bolts rippled across space to explode along the Warthog’s hull. Blue flashes erupted as the meson fire hit the pirate’s shields, and then, with a sudden plume of orange, ruptured the nacelle. Anders knew only too well that those old engines were clunky at best, and before he had even finished the thought, the explosion had torn its way through the entire tube-like unit and extended into the main body of the hull, completely engulfing the ship in flame.

      “Where are you, then!” Anders was already swinging the firing handles around to track the last pirate vessel, but it had already turned on its edge and was heading at full burn away from them.

      “Initiating targeting, sir,” Moriarty said.

      “No. Leave them.” Anders took a deep, shuddering breath. As good as it felt to follow the small tracking triangle with his eyes and to feel his fingers itch on the solid-light triggers, Anders forced himself to release his grip, and the handles disappeared in a flash of glittering blue.

      Cassie wouldn’t have approved, Anders thought, thinking of his dead wife. Nor would Sibbi, his dead daughter. The wave of excitement and battle-exultation crashed inside of him as the adrenaline slowly subsided, leaving Anders just what he was: a police officer.

      “We don’t kill unnecessarily,” Anders murmured, sure that he could feel Patch’s confusion emanating from behind him. He remembered the Throne Marine’s orbital spears lancing down through the skies to hit the peace-loving Terevesin. “That is what the Eternal Empress does. Not us.”

      There was a low growl of agreement from the alien beside him, and when Anders turned to look, he saw that Dalia was smiling.

      “Boss? I’m picking up something from the disabled ship,” Patch said. Boss. Anders smiled a little at that. Patch had to only be a short span of years ahead of Jake, leaving him somewhere in his mid-twenties, and he appeared to look up to Anders as some sort of leader.

      “She’s the boss, engineer,” Anders said, mimicking his old training days.

      “What is it, Patch?” Dalia asked.

      “Telemetry. A restricted, narrow-band frequency, but luckily…” They heard him mutter and mumble. But luckily, field energies and transmission frequencies appear to be one of Patch’s specialties, Anders thought, just as the young man behind him exclaimed, “Gotcha! Patching through to main comms.”

      A holo sprang in front of the viewscreen of a wide ribbon of red, constantly rising and falling before it shrank and narrowed, becoming a singular red sine-wave line, and human voices suddenly jumped out of the scout’s speakers.
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        * * *

      

      “—but listen up, there was no way that we would have taken this job if we thought you were serious about—” a man’s voice said, sounding stressed and panicked.

      It was immediately cut off by another voice, more refined and austere, and one that Anders recognized. “You have your orders. Your family will receive their compensation, just as agreed.”

      “No, you can’t—” the first, worried voice said. “We’ll just be hostages until this is all over. My crew won’t say anything, I promise—” The first man’s voice wobbled, and sounded terrified.

      “You’re right, Captain Hasbald. You and your crew won’t say anything.”

      There was an abrupt squelch of static as the second man’s refined voice cut his side of the connection. Anders, Dalia, Patch and Jake all heard a shocked intake of breath and a panicked mutter.

      And then the pirate Warthog that Anders had disabled erupted in brilliant plumes of yellow and white. The explosion was too bright to look at and sent out an ever-widening bubble of shock-waves that hit the Ilythian scout and set it rocking. It probably would have turned it over if it hadn’t been for Dalia’s stabilizers.

      When the glare cleared from the screen and from Anders’s eyes, he blinked to see just a glittering cloud of fragments. The destruction of the Warthog had been so complete that there were hardly any pieces left bigger than Anders’s clenched fist, the man reckoned.

      “What? What!?” Dalia was frowning in alarm. Anders could only close his eyes as he pinched the bridge of his nose in consternation. Ilythians culture didn’t, as far as he knew, condone battle-field suicide. Although any Ilythian might die in battle, he presumed, he had heard Dalia talk of the lifeforce that pervaded all living things and the entire universe.

      “Pirates don’t do that,” Patch murmured, sounding similarly shocked by the apparent auto-destruction of the pirate vessel. The young Voider, too, had experience with the most criminal elements of human society, as out on the edge of the Milky Way Galaxy where the Voiders liked to roam inside their ancient, fantastical space-hulks, there were also the people called the Night Raiders, a cult-like form of space pirates who were brutal and savage.

      “You’re right, they don’t,” Anders growled, recalling the refined and austere voice on the other end. It was the voice of the Throne Marine officer who had been the one to capture him and Dalia at the finale of the Hectamon Challenge—and the same man who had almost killed them as they had tried to escape Terevesin.

      “But Commander-General Cread does.”
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      “How much time for the second jump?” Anders asked Dalia as she ran diagnostics on the scout. They had sustained—not severe but certainly not dismissible—damage to their rear hull plate from the pirates’ meson canons.

      Which were tougher than they usually are. Anders frowned, his eyes glancing to the patch of interference on the screen where the energy signatures of the self-exploding vessel had recently been.

      “The Mondrauk territories aren’t far from here, but if they come in hostile…”

      “Which, knowing the Mondrauks…” Patch continued.

      “Okay. So, we take the time to perform repairs,” Anders stated, which actually felt a little like a relief, as he was in no rush to try and negotiate with the stocky, aggressive aliens. In fact, I have no idea what even to say to Mondrauks, he thought with a sigh.

      “Initiating automatic repairs,” Patch said, and several green Ilythian glyphs flashed as small drone-robots were released from their various modules on the hull and started work welding and repairing the damage. Within a few moments, Anders could even hear the dull clunking and scampering of their insect-like legs as the robots scuttled over the cockpit, chasing cracks and weaknesses.

      “So…” Dalia engaged the ship’s stasis mode. The distant vibration of the stabilizers grew even quieter to a low murmur, and the field generators slowly de-cycled their power outlay. Their Ilythian pilot and captain had turned her smooth, ergonomic, white-padded control seat to face Anders. “Commander-General Cread. The leader of the Throne Marines,” she stated heavily.

      “Yes. The leader of all of the Eternal Empress’s armed forces,” Anders confirmed. “That was him, his voice that we heard. I know it.”

      “The pirates were working with the Throne Marines?” Patch muttered as he worked to redirect the repair drones. “That’s never happened before.”

      It was unprecedented, Anders thought. There was, after all, a reason why the many pirates and bandits of the Milky Way had taken to their profession. And that reason was almost always to spite, evade, escape, and outwit the empress’s military.

      “I know it sounds insane, but that is who I heard,” Anders said.

      “But pirates don’t do that,” Dalia said with a hint of disgust in her voice. “Do you think they knew who we were?”

      Anders shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He thought about what little he knew of Commander-General Cread. He was a blonde, square-jawed, fairly handsome man in the clean and gene-cleaned way that many of the higher echelons of throne society were. Anders presumed that the man was probably far older than the forty-something years that he exhibited—roughly the same age as Anders naturally was—after the extensive sessions with the Gene Seers to maintain peak physical fitness.

      He always was an odd one, Anders thought with a policeman’s mind. He remembered the commander-general’s short, stirring, and always combative speeches relayed via holo at the graduations and call-to-arms deployments.

      He was vindictive, even back then. Anders scowled at the viewscreens, now devoid even of energy signatures and debris.

      “He must be employing space pirates to harry Ilythian borders,” Anders said. It was technically an illegal act according to the Laws of War that the Golden Throne supposedly fought under. You didn’t attack shipping routes or perform functionless raids on unprotected worlds and stations.

      Marines are supposed to target the enemy, overwhelm them, and convert the defeated to the rule of the Eternal Empress. Anders knew the mantra well.

      But that was always a lie, wasn’t it? Anders’s bad mood only grew deeper. The Eternal Empress wants nothing less than total domination.

      “I’m going to have to send word back to Ilythia,” Dalia said, turning back to start moving her hands through the holo-controls. As they waited, Anders considered what this could mean. Was the commander-general getting desperate? Had the defeat of the throne’s first fleet versus the Ilythians hurt the Golden Throne deeper than they had thought?

      “Scout Vessel Ala-3c to nearest Ilythian Beacon—” he heard Dalia saying, and then repeating as she attempted to transmit messages to the static, giant crystal ‘beacons’ that functioned as satellites across Ilythian space.

      “Scout Vessel Ala-3c—” he heard Dalia say again, but there was a sudden, and loud, glitch of static, and a warning orange Ilythian glyph flashed in the corner of the screen.

      “That’s odd,” Dalia said, and Anders was starting to get a sick feeling of premonition in his stomach.

      “What is it?”

      “The beacons are a stable network, a really stable network,” Dalia said, “and my scanners aren’t registering any connection with the nearest just a few lightyears ahead of us.” The Ilythian bit her lip in consternation. “They are crafted by our best neural-programming smiths. I’ve never even heard of one malfunctioning, unless…”

      “Unless it’s been damaged?” Anders said. Maybe that was why Cread was relying on pirates! “We should go investigate,” he said. He knew that even though their ship was under repairs, and it would be foolish to divert energy to the jump engines, a journey of a few lightyears was very short even at normal propulsive power.

      “Agreed.” Dalia set their course, and the rear, flaring wingtips of the Ilythian scout glowed a dull blue as it pushed itself through space, leaving the destruction behind.

      Unfortunately, what they found when they eventually got to the Ilythian border wasn’t good news at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Someone blew the beacon into a thousand pieces, and I’m guessing I know who’s behind it…” Dalia was growling as the tracking vector grew bigger and bigger in the viewscreen, but the space it showed was littered with sparkling fragments of the crystal-and-steel structure that Anders knew had once been a beacon.

      “Cread,” Anders growled, just as multiple flashes of light appeared across the velvety blanket of stars.

      “Multiple jump signatures!” Patch called out in alarm. “Three, five, seven, ten—"

      Dalia snarled, her hand shooting forward to increase the power outlay to the outer shields.

      “I can give you an extra thirty percent,” Patch was saying as the blue glimmer of a shell appeared around their own schematic of the scout. “But the repairs are still in operation until we get the rear hull completely secure and fixed.”

      “It’ll have to do,” Dalia said. “I want full scans and identifiers on those vessels as soon as—”

      “Moriarty?” Anders forwarded.

      “Already working on it, sir. Red-shift engine signatures, as before,” the simulated intelligence said.

      “Pirates,” Patch said darkly.

      “No, a pirate army,” Anders corrected as they looked at the mass of ships jumping to the edge of Ilythian space.
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      “How many are there?” Anders heard the engineer breath in horror from behind them. And well he might be horrified, Anders thought as he looked at the force still jumping into space.

      It wasn’t a small party of pirate raiders. Nor was it even one of the rarer brigades of ten or twelve pirate ‘bands’ that formed under some dread and notorious captain—usually for a short-lived career of terror, which officers, such as Anders used to be, in the border patrol would have crushed.

      No. Anders’s eyes were steady as he measured up the new enemy.

      There were at least thirty ships. Almost half the number that the Golden Throne lost to the Ilythians, Anders thought, and there were still more arriving every second. The pirate vessels appeared of every size and shape imaginable, with the only commonality that Anders could see being that every ship was at least a decade out of production.

      Not that their age had apparently decreased their usefulness, or the pirates’ ability to mod their vessels. Anders saw aging Warthogs beside expedition clippers, a few four-man fighters, and many merchant vessels that had their hulls reinforced with plates and entirely new assembly rigs on their sides, tops, or wings, where newer-looking weapons modules were mounted.

      “I’ve never seen so many pirates in one place before,” Anders muttered. As a rule, the life of a space pirate meant that they weren’t usually the most collaborative of people. And now there were fifty vessels approaching, arriving from jump, and none of them were attacking the others.

      “This is another invasion,” Dalia said in alarm, already starting to pull back on the flight handles for the ship to rise ahead of the wall of rusted reds, steels, blacks, and golds. The pirate ships hadn’t seemed to notice them yet, but Anders was sure they would.

      “Where are you taking us?” Anders asked as the alarms continued.

      “Back to Ilythia! This is an enemy fleet right on our borders. That is obviously why Cread is destroying the beacons—to launch a counterattack against the heart of Ilythian space!” Dalia said tersely. “Patch, I need more power!”

      “I can divert from the shields—” Patch began.

      “Do it!” Dalia said, just as the viewscreen suddenly erupted into flashing orange vectors.

      “Sir, I’m registering multiple tracking locks on our location…” Moriarty was saying, which must have clearly been just what the alien glyphs on the viewscreen were also saying, as suddenly Dalia said, “Patch, don’t do it!”

      “Weapon ports opening, sir,” Moriarty said, just as the holograms over the viewscreens sent lancing, strafing lines of meson-orange toward their position.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Dalia alerted them, in the same breath as she rolled the scout first one way and then the other ahead of the cloud of approaching laser fire.

      Thwap! One of the heaviest bolts hit their outer shields so hard that the entire ship shook and rang like a bell. The shield icon on the three-dimensional holo-schematic started to flash and waver.

      Anders groaned as they were suddenly thrown downward, and then to the sides, and then up and around once again as meson bolts hurtled past their viewscreens and port windows.

      “We have to jump. Cycle field generators!” Dalia commanded Patch, who moved with the fast-paced precision of the Void engineers around machines.

      But we can’t go back to Ilythia, Anders thought, as alarms blared across the viewscreens in front of them. “We have to go to Jakka,” Anders said to Dalia.

      “What?” the Ilythian burst out as she threw the ship into another extreme roll. “These pirates will run through unprotected Ilythian space—”

      But Anders, hanging onto to the edge of his chair and the side of the cockpit as they were thrown one way or another by Dalia’s evasive actions, knew that was a hopeless gesture. Maybe it was his Marine training, or maybe it was just his nature.

      “Then we’ll die beside everyone you know, Dalia!” Anders shouted, earning a snarl of anger from the Ilythian. But I have to make her see the stakes!

      “Then it would be a worthy death!” she countered, before demanding of Patch, “The jump engines, Patch! Where are they?”

      “Cycling at sixty percent, Cap’,” the engineer called out. “What are the coordinates?”

      “Ilythia Prime,” Dalia said without hesitation, just before the viewscreen flared an angry orange.

      “Impact warning! Outer shields at critical level,” the scout’s mainframe chirped, with Moriarty auto-translating.

      “Dalia! Listen to me!” Anders said desperately, even turning to grab the alien’s shoulder as she wrenched and flew the vessel ahead of the pirate army. “You can’t save Ilythia. Not like this. Don’t throw your life—and ours—away!”

      Anders remembered the countless hours as a Throne Marine and as an MPB officer. One thing that you learned pretty quickly in both roles was that no matter the enemy before you, or the orders that came down from above you, the only people that you had to trust, and could trust, were your brothers and sisters in the force. To stand by them was always the first priority.

      “But if we get to Jakka, then the Mondrauks might do what we can’t. This is how we save Ilythia!” Anders ended desperately.

      The Ilythian scout swerved violently, and then was suddenly rolling, seemingly uncontrollably.

      “Ach!” Patch gasped as the crew held onto their positions.

      “Dalia!” Anders urged once again. She has to see the sense of this, she has to!

      And the Ilythian did.

      “Activate jump engines! Get us to Jakka!” she called. Patch hit the coordinates and released the pent-up energy amassed in the field generators. The burning orange meson blasts all around the ship were eclipsed by washes of brilliant light, threaded with purple flashes.

      The damaged, teetering Ilythian scout jumped.
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      Mondrauk-Controlled Space

      

      Anders involuntarily gasped when they slammed out of jump and continued to barrel-roll through the expanse of stars. They had brought with them the evaporating steams and glares of meson-blasts, and it took Dalia several moments to stabilize their flight.

      “Computer? Where are we?” Dalia’s arms were visibly shaking with the effort, but instead of the smooth, automated Ilythian voice answering them, they heard just a glitching line of static.

      Dalia snarled. “Damage diagnostics!” she demanded of the vessel, but there was only stubborn silence.

      “Sir?” Moriarty’s smooth, unperturbed tones entered the cabin through the interlinked speakers. “I am able to diagnose the problem. Several key systems failures. Outer shields are running at twelve percent, and there is extensive hull damage throughout the vessel.”

      “Great,” Anders groaned as they slowly listed to one side. Most of the lights were still on in the cockpit, but it was clear to him that the ship was in a critical position. “Patch?” He turned in his seat and saw that the engineer was sweeping his hands through the few remaining holo-controls he had, looking more agitated by the minute.

      “Massive drain on the field generators causing chain-reaction failures throughout the vessel,” Patch grumbled. “If I can get hands on the generators with some tools, I might be able to get them back online”

      “Do it,” Dalia said, but her order was overturned with the sudden rippling of light and stars on the viewscreen ahead of them.

      A ship was shimmering into existence, losing the cloaking shield that it had been hiding behind.

      It was a large ship, Anders saw immediately. It was many times larger than they were, anyway. And it rose slowly ahead of them with its two forward-punching ‘arms’ like pincers before a very blocky body, and the entire thing was a deep, ruddy red.

      Anders knew precisely what sort of ship it was, and who it belonged to.

      It was a Mondrauk Man-o-War.
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      “Ilythian vessel, explain yourselves!”

      The ship-to-ship communicators still worked, Anders thought glumly. Super-imposed on the forward viewscreen sprang an image of the opposing craft’s captain.

      It was indeed a Mondrauk, their skin almost blue-gray with jet-black horns sweeping back from their temples. This Mondrauk sported braids of dark, ragged hair, decorated with tiny gold and silver beads.

      “This is the Ilythian Scout Vessel Ala-3c, empowered by the Speaker of the Ilythian Council to entreat with the people of Jakka,” Dalia said, and Anders was surprised how quickly she assumed control of her emotions. It’s her agent training, of course, Anders thought. The Ilythian agents were not only trained killers but worked as diplomats and spies for their council.

      “Pfagh! What talking do you expect to do here, elf?” the Mondrauk captain laughed, displaying blackened teeth. “Your ship is dead in the dark. You have nothing to offer me except your slavery!”

      Anders instinctively growled, his hands tightening at his sides as the holo-controls of the firing handles leapt into existence.

      “Easy,” Dalia whispered from the corner of her mouth, before fixing the chuckling, scornful face of the alien with a steely glare.

      “Captain, if that is truly who you are, what sort of respect do you think that you will garner from your leaders by taking a damaged ship, incapable of fighting?” she said steadily.

      The Mondrauks respect strength. And war, Anders remembered. Dalia is appealing to their strange sense of honor.

      “But the respect that you will gain by having the entire Ilythian peoples in your debt?” Dalia shrugged, as if it were an easy thing for her to give.

      “Lies!” the Mondrauk said loudly.

      Too loudly, Anders thought. The policeman might not be an expert on xeno-culture, but he thought that he could detect uncertainty in the Mondrauk’s tone.

      “The elves are weak!” the Mondrauk captain proclaimed. “They have never been friends to us, and neither would we want such weak allies!”

      “Is that your decision to make, Captain?” Dalia countered. “Imagine what your leader would think if you were to act alone, throwing away an opportunity to have the entirety of Ilythia in Mondrauk debt?”

      That suggestion gave the Mondrauk pause for thought. The alien turned his head to look out of the corner of one eye at Dalia, before hissing.

      “It will be a pleasure to see the jhan eviscerate you before the crowds,” the Mondrauk leered, before the screen abruptly glitched off, and instead there was a flash of indigo light from the Man-o-War.

      “Tractor beam!” Patch exclaimed as the helpless Ilythian ship was drawn inexorably closer to the Man-o-War, before being held in snug between the pincers, like it was a giant insect about to devour them.

      “Does that count as a win?” Patch murmured uncertainly as the alien vessel slowly rose and turned back towards Mondrauk space.

      Anders wasn’t sure if it did, but he forced himself to shrug. “I guess at least it’s not being blown out of space by an army of space pirates,” he offered.
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      The Mondrauk’s home world of Jakka appeared a short time later, swimming out of the blanket of space toward the entwined vessels. Some trick of the planet’s atmosphere gave Jakka a slightly ochre hue, making Anders think of the unfortunate comparison to Hell, aided by the devil-like appearance of the Mondrauk people.

      But the world wasn’t isolated, Anders saw. It had two smaller moons—one as dirty orange as its mother-planet, and the other a bleached-bone white—but both were studded with lights and striated with the shadow-and-contrast lines of colonies and stations. Anders was surprised, especially at the level of industry he could see through viewscreens. Small and dark objects spun and whizzed around the planet, momentarily catching the light of Jakka’s distant sun as the Mondrauk satellites orbited.

      And then there were the ships. More of the Mondrauk Man-o-Wars clustered in loose, geo-synchronous corrals, making Anders think of horses kept in stables. The entire planet looked as though it was permanently ready for war…which Anders figured it probably was.

      There was an explosion of guttural, harsh Mondrauk-talk over the speakers before Moriarty subtly chimed in from Anders’s node, translating the speech.

      “Jhan-il Harg requesting audience with Jhan Col! I have captured spies and intruders into Mondrauk space! Long live the jhan!”

      “Nice to know we made a friend,” Patch muttered. There was a flash of signaling light from one of the nearer stationary satellites, and the Man-o-War powered toward it, obviously given the go-ahead to land.

      But Jhan-il Harg and his Man-o-War did not appear to take his ‘captives’ to any capital city that Anders and the others were expecting to see. Instead, the larger vessel broke through the envelope of the world’s skies to fly over sharp and torturous mountain ranges of gray rock, heading for a place where the mountains’ feet broke into deep canyons so large that they were almost miniature plains. From this great height, Anders and Dalia could see the canyons running like titanic ditches, weaving between mountains and foothills and out to the lower Mondrauk lands, studded with boulders and scrubby, spiked trees.

      They passed over what Anders could only assume were Mondrauk communities, collections of domes clustered together by rivers, on plateaus, or in the shadows of dark and gnarled woods. Small, one-person hover-transports like bikes moved between the settlements, reminding Anders of the tribes of ancient humanity riding horses in the free and fierce wilds.

      “Sir,” Moriarty broke into Anders’s musings, the simulated intelligence alerting his master to their destination up ahead.

      “The voudj of Jhan Col,” the simulated intelligence said, using its store of Golden Throne databases to analyze and identify the large geodesic dome growing larger as they drew closer.

      It was a much larger version of the smaller settlement huts, Anders realized immediately. Its external dome was made of geodesic panels that looked like metal but flowed tight and thin like fabric. The metal was pulled down to form arches at the base, supported by thick steel girders, and around this dome, Anders saw more Mondrauks moving in their stalking gait. There was smoke from external braziers dotting the wide, sandy space outside of the dome, with smaller corrals of animals like long-legged cows nervously held there.

      “Jhan Col is the three hundred and forty-fifth jhan, or war leader, of the Mondrauk people, notable for the peace agreement that he made with the Golden Throne. Underneath him are some thousand jhan-ils, or tribal war-chiefs, who each control their personal villages and settlements in a familial hierarchy,” Moriarty advised.

      “Thanks. Know anything on how to sweet-talk this Jhan Col?” Anders muttered as the Man-o-War’s propulsion thrusters engaged, and the dome voudj was obscured by rising smoke and swirling dust.

      “I’m afraid that my tactical computers do not stretch to etiquette, sir,” Moriarty said in what Anders thought was a sarcastic tone.

      The occupants of the scout vessel felt the lurch as their ship was disengaged from the tractor beam, wobbling and dropping a few meters before Dalia took control to limp to the surface. Although, technically, they were momentarily free, neither Dalia nor Anders had to say anything about how free they actually were here, in the heart of Mondrauk territory and surrounded by very large, generally hostile aliens.

      “There.” Dalia settled the scout down with a heavy sigh, turning to the rest of the crew. “I suppose we might as well go introduce ourselves,” she said with no small amount of cynicism.
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        * * *

      

      “And now the hour is drawing late, and the elves come crawling to us for aid?” growled the booming voice of Jhan Col, who was probably one of the largest Mondrauks Anders had ever seen.

      Upon landing, Dalia, Patch, Jake, and Anders had been met at their ramp by a group of armored Mondrauks, each one holding their heavy blasters pointed at the ragtag ambassadorial unit. Their armor was a dark, almost black metal that plated onto their bodies with heavy buckles and straps, and each wore a small visor-like helmet that opened at the sides of the temples to allow their backward-sweeping horns to flare out behind them.

      The assembled humans and Ilythian were marched straight across the sandy landing area, past teams of other Mondrauks guarding, haggling, or roasting great joints of meat on the braziers. Anders heard the muttered snarls and gales of scornful laughter from these onlookers, as clearly every Mondrauk assumed they were slaves.

      Inside the voudj, wide avenues clustered with more Mondrauks talking, shouting, and occasionally even fighting as Anders and the rest were hurried along. Anders was astonished by how haphazard this society seemed to be, and how advanced the Mondrauks had clearly managed to become. He saw Mondrauks in small makeshift booths cooking and selling food, and other ancient, white-haired Mondrauks in robes casting rune stones or passing to each other steaming horns of some strange substance.

      It’s like this voudj is the Mondrauk city, Anders realized. Or a place of pilgrimage. He had seen no obvious signs of other buildings or residences on the wide empty plain in the center of the canyon. So all of these hundreds, thousands of Mondrauks came here just to…

      See their leader, Anders realized as soon as they were escorted into the central hall.

      The hall was vast, and its outer circumference was thick with the press, shove, and shuffle of Mondrauk bodies. The noise of their cheering, shouting, games, and arguments was almost deafening, and once again, Anders had that superstitious sensation that maybe, just perhaps, he really had been taken to some sort of hell. Everywhere he looked, he saw the blackened, double-iris eyes of the Mondrauks scowling and glaring at them, and he heard the soft growls and threatening hisses as their passage was noted.

      There were large tables—actual wood!—around the outer edges of the hall, thick with the feasting and negotiating jhan-ils, as well as generally thinner, smaller, and harrowed-looking Mondrauks moving from table to table in simple gray robes, working as servants.

      Anders heard Dalia hiss as she stiffened beside him. The crowd was parting before their warrior escort, and Anders could see into the tabled crowd where several Mondrauks had others—even some humans—wearing the gray robes of servants, but with fine steel chains attached to ankle shackles or neck braces, and the other end held by some opulent alien enjoying their feast.

      “Any society that needs slaves is a society that cannot stand on its own feet,” Anders heard Dalia whisper, which he thought was presumably an Ilythian saying.

      Anders tended to agree, but he was surprised when it was Jake who replied.

      “But doesn’t every society have slaves, in some fashion or another?” he said, his voice sounding a little dreamy and distant. When Anders looked at him, his eyes were slightly glazed, and the PK-suppressor circlet on his head looked like some parasitic insect, eating the teenager’s thoughts.

      “We Ilythians don’t!” Dalia muttered harshly.

      “Everyone is a slave to something, Dalia,” Jake said in his slightly distracted voice. “Your father to the idea of Ilythian honor. Anders to his own idea of duty… The Eternal Empress herself uses PKs and her protectorate worlds as little better than slaves…” Jake tilted his head. “Perhaps the Mondrauks are just more honest than any of the other races?”

      “Hm,” Anders grumbled. He didn’t like this new change in the PK and wondered if this was a different symptom of the youth’s recent brush with an alien god-thing.

      “KNEEL BEFORE THE JHAN!” one of their escorts bellowed at them as they stepped out of the press and before a large, raised dais in the center of the room.

      And so, Anders and the others had their first chance to meet Jhan Col, the supreme warlord of an entire race.
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      “Well!? What does the noble and ancient Ilythian race have to say for itself?” shouted Jhan Col from his wide throne bedecked with shaggy furs and pelts of creatures that Anders did not recognize. He said the name of Dalia’s race like an insult.

      The Jhan of the Mondrauks was massive, wider than he was tall by Anders’s reckoning, with long arms, hairy and thickly corded with muscle. He sat shirtless, but his chest was a nest of thick, wiry hair almost like fur and layered with amulets and chains of gold and onyx stones. On the alien’s wrists were more precious bands of gold studded with jewels, and what Anders saw were small information ports and data-modules. The jhan wore no crown or sign of his office, but Anders could see that each of his long, whorled horns had been tipped with gold.

      The signs of the jhan’s strength were written across his visible body in the thick lines of white scars. No gene-therapy for the Mondrauks, Anders thought. He wondered if that was a point of pride for the domineering, powerful aliens.

      “Jhan Col, I bring you greetings from the Council of Ilythia,” Dalia said from her kneeling position beside Anders. “I extend the hand of friendship to you and your people in these dark times, on behalf of all Ilythians, now and in perpetuity,” she said, although Anders had to wonder whether she truly had the right to make such a claim.

      “Friendship?” Jhan Col barked a savage laugh. The murmurs, shouts, and humor of the assembled jhan-ils and warlords around them had subsided to a low murmur, as the chieftains nearest the dais watched eagerly for the outcome of this strange meeting.

      “Mondrauks have no need for friends,” the jhan said, earning a chorus of cheers from those behind them. “And we have no time for liars!” He spat on the floor.

      “Sir, I am no liar.” Anders watched as Dalia lifted her sharp-featured face to look at the alien resolutely. It was as if she were willing the jhan to see the truth of her convictions through her eyes alone.

      “Really?” the jhan asked with a scornful chuckle. Anders started to get the sinking feeling that this wasn’t going well. At all.

      “Then tell me, elf, why have the Ilythians waited so long to extend this hand of friendship? What in all of the unnumbered stars could knock them from their pedestal and force them to send you here, to my hall, on my planet?” the jhan said.

      It’s a rhetorical question, of course, Anders thought. The jhan knew full well why Dalia was here. He’s just enjoying watching her squirm. The police officer tried to control his temper.

      “It is true, my lord,” Anders heard Dalia say, “that we Ilythians have been remiss at reaching out to the strong and powerful people of Jakka.” Dalia nodded humbly. She’s good at this, Anders thought, seeing the flicker of a self-satisfied smile cross Jhan Col’s face at the self-deprecation on the part of Dalia. Once again, Anders had to control his hands from clenching, white-knuckled, into fists. Anders had never liked bullies.

      “As you are no doubt aware, my people are engaged in a fight for our very survival, and it is the belief of the Council of Ilythia that your people and mine may have common cause against the Eternal Empress of the Golden Throne.” Dalia said, without a hint of embarrassment or evasion about what she was suggesting.

      Fight for us, Anders paraphrased. Fight with us.

      “At last.” Jhan Col appeared to appreciate the blunt honesty. Anders heard the approval in the warlord’s voice. “For your honesty, I will talk with you. But I find myself wondering, little elf, if you have such enmity for the humans, then why are you traveling with three of them, and not with those toy soldiers of House Tularin?”

      Anders saw Dalia flinch slightly as she slowly breathed through her rage. The human lieutenant had to remind himself that she was House Tularin. Her father was the master of the defenders of Ilythia.

      And maybe Iktin isn’t so different from Jhan Col, either, Anders mused. Both appeared self-righteous, arrogant, and aggressive.

      “These humans are friends of Ilythia, as I hope the Mondrauks will be—” Dalia said, and Anders realized her mistake the instant the words met his ears. The Ilythian agent must have been more angered than even she was letting on, as she had said the perfectly diplomatic response if she were entreating with any other race but totally hopeless when dealing with a warlord like Jhan Col.

      “Grargh!” There was a sudden clang and skitter across the floor as the jhan had thrown a gold goblet out onto the dais in his frustration.

      “Friends? Friends!?” The jhan’s eyes started to narrow in apparent rage. Anders saw cords of veins or tendons swelling in the hairless part of the Mondrauk’s neck. “Have you not been listening to what I have been saying, elf?” the jhan berated Dalia as if she were an ignorant child.

      “Does the Council of Ilythia think so little of us that they have sent a halfwit and a simpleton to beg and scrape before me?” Jhan Col was warming to his ire, and Anders felt a bright scarlet coal of indignation flare in his chest. Beside him, he saw Dalia’s jaw tighten as she too attempted to quell her shamed anger.

      “I told you that we Mondrauks have no need of friends! When has any Mondrauk ever needed a friend?” he snarled, earning roars and cheers from the assembled the jhan-ils all around him.

      He’s playing to the crowd, Anders realized. The jhan of the entire Mondrauks has to embody everything that the Mondrauks are if he is to maintain power

      Which meant that he couldn’t be seen as soft, or weak—or friendly.

      “If all you have come here to do is beg us to be your friends so that we will die in your ill-advised wars, then you really are simple-minded fools!” Jhan Col bellowed. “You have no right to call yourself a negotiator. Your heart is too weak! You slither into my hall, whispering words that mean nothing, and lying with every breath that you take!”

      Anders saw Dalia tremble and react with every insult. She was a proud Ilythian, Anders knew, and it was taking all her self-composure to keep her emotions in check.

      And she made the wrong call, Anders had to admit. On the other side of him he saw Patch looking wide-eyed and owlish at the floor, the sweat beading on his brow as he must be considering how densely surrounded they were by very angry, very bloodthirsty devils. On the far side of Patch, however, Jake was merely looking out at the crowd with apparent nonchalance and interest, again with that mooncalf look upon his face.

      Neither of them can help, Anders knew, as Jhan Col continued.

      “You elves are all the same, and have always been the same. Arrogant. Stupid. Weak!” Jhan Col proclaimed. “It is clear that you aren’t strong enough to stand up to the humans, and in your weakness, you cry out to us!”

      He’s not wrong, Anders had to admit, but Dalia was already starting to tremble with rage.

      “I came here with the offer of an understanding between our peoples. Something that has never happened before in all of the history of either Ilythia or Mondrauk,” Dalia hissed.

      Anders saw a gleeful smile flash across the Jahn’s features. He’s enjoying this, Anders realized, and then he realized something else.

      He had met people like the jhan before. On the streets and in the late-night clubs of the city he had worked on Hectamon 7. Bullies. People who only respected strength and little else—if anything else at all.

      In Anders’s memory, sometimes the only thing that had got them to stop acting tough had been a punch to the nose. Not that he would dare to attack the warlord of the entire Mondrauk people right now, but there were other ways to show your strength.

      “Cowards,” Anders grunted, loud enough for Jhan Col and several of the nearest jhan-ils to hear. There was a gasp as Anders slowly got to his feet.

      “Kneel before the jhan!” one of their escorts shouted, earning a hiss of alarm from Dalia in the seconds before Anders felt something slam into the back of his legs and bring him to the floor.

      “Ach!” Anders just managed to get his hands up in time to protect himself from knocking his own brains out on the floor, before he coughed, spat onto the floor, and looked up at Jhan Col above him.

      “I don’t kneel for cowards,” Anders said steadily, pushing himself up first to his knees, then getting his feet underneath him.

      “I said KNEEL!” The over-eager Mondrauk escort stepped in once again and, as Anders held onto Jhan’s Col’s snarling eyes, Anders this time felt the blow on the back of his head.

      “Sir!” It was Moriarty, as Anders found that he was once again on the floor, and this time with blood pooling in front of him. “Impact-concussion to the rear skull. No broken bones or fractures detected, sir,” the simulated intelligence was advising him.

      But there was no time for Anders to worry about the state of his own health, as there was the thud of heavy feet from just in front and above him.

      “What did you say to me, human scum?” It was Jhan Col, stepping towards the human on the floor, and the warlord’s voice was full of menace and threat.

      Oh crap. Maybe I went too far, Anders thought as he slowly pushed himself back to a kneeling position, slowly raising his head to glare angrily up at the warlord.

      But Anders knew a bully when he saw one. And he knew the only thing that they respected, too.

      “I was wondering why the jhan of all of the Mondrauks is too scared to face the Golden Throne in battle?” Anders said in a clear, steady voice.

      There was a gasp from Dalia beside him, and a low moan from Patch. But louder still were the cries of outrage from the assembled jhan-ils who had overheard what he had to say.

      But whatever Jhan Col was going to say in return, Anders didn’t get a chance to hear it. There was another sharp and sudden pain against the back of his head, and everything went black.
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      “Not the finest diplomatic strategy,” Anders woke up to hear Moriarty sagely advising him.

      Anders groaned. His head felt like, well, like a Mondrauk had jumped up and down on it. He was somewhere that was light and smelled of cooked meat. A brief moment of panic crossed his mind as Anders wondered if the jhan had decided it was time to roast this human alive for his insolence.

      But no, Anders didn’t feel any part of him burning, and as his vision cleared, he realized he was in a small room, lying on a very stiff bed that was little more than a thin rubber mat over a metal table. The smell was coming from a steaming bowl of broth set on the floor beside his head.

      “Where am—” Anders began, mumbling the words thickly.

      “Still in the voudj, I’m afraid, sir,” Moriarty informed him helpfully. “I believe that this is what counts as a Mondrauk medical facility, although their take on medicine seems to be to leave the afflicted person and see if they get back up again.”

      “Sounds like the Mondrauks to me.” Anders groaned painfully, rolling and sitting up on his cold bed for a wave of nausea to wash through him. “Ach.”

      “Yes, given that you have no access to gene-delivery or activation systems, nor any basic anesthetics, I suggest that you don’t overexert yourself, sir,” Moriarty said.

      “Screw that.” Anders started to shake his head, but the sudden painful dizziness almost made him throw up. “Where are the others?”

      “I believe that they are in a Mondrauk holding cell, awaiting the final decision of the jhan,” Moriarty said. Even though the simulated intelligence was incapable of emotion, and that all of his kind were held back just so that they would not be able to achieve true sentience, Anders was still certain that there was some admonishment in the machine intelligence’s voice.

      “Oh,” Anders said, holding his head.

      “But luckily, sir, I can reliably inform you that my scans indicate you still do not have any fracture or break to your skull,” Moriarty said. “The substrata of your cranium were strong enough to withstand the impacts.”

      “Are you saying that I’ve got a thick skull?” Anders said. Or maybe that I’m just thick, he thought.

      “The colloquialism seems to capture it, sir,” Moriarty said, not very helpfully.

      “Oh, Moriarty, what have I done?” Anders asked. “I thought that the Mondrauks respected strength. I thought I knew a way to negotiate with the jhan…”

      “Sir!” Moriarty said in alarm, just before there was a hiss of an energy field as someone walked through the door to Anders’s medical cell.

      “We do respect strength,” said the Mondrauk standing there. “Just not stupidity.”

      The Mondrauk standing before Anders was not one that the lieutenant recognized, but then again, he had never paid much attention to news reports or data-simulations in the past. If he had, then he might have known that the Mondrauk standing in front of him was actually an important jhan-il, a chieftain of one of the larger settlements on Jakka and thus an influential figure in Mondrauk society.

      “My name is Jhan-il Poul,” the Mondrauk said, who was surprisingly shorter than Anders, and whose thick, curling hair was streaked with silver. Anders could still see that Jhan-il Poul wasn’t wearing any of the ceremonial armor plates or even any of the weapons that the other Mondrauk chieftains did, and yet his soft, deep, purple and umber robes were still tight over his large, muscled shoulders.

      “What do you want with me?” Anders asked, his eyes studying the Mondrauk carefully.

      “What I want?” Poul said with a flash of blackened, ferocious teeth. “I believe that it is far more useful to think about what you, and your Ilythian friends, need, Lieutenant Corsigon.”

      I never told him my name. Anders blinked, his head still pounding with pain.

      “Yes, I know of you. We Mondrauks are often considered a primitive or backward species, but there are some of us who keep ourselves…informed about what happens in the other sectors.”

      Everyone has their spies, Anders thought sourly.

      “Yes, I have heard of you, Lieutenant. The police officer charged with treachery to the Golden Throne and wanted in relation to a terrorist attack on a throne passenger cruiser.” Jhan-il Poul looked at Anders, and the human could see that he was assessing his reactions.

      “Lies!” Anders growled, one hand massaging his pained head. “It was a set-up! The throne itself orchestrated that attack, and then blamed Dalia— Dchllyiea, the Ilythian I am traveling with!” It was hard for Anders to express the complete contempt that he had for even the notion that he or Dalia were involved in the Eternal Empress’s madness.

      “And then there have been reports of strange, uh, developments in the empress’s forces?” Anders watched as Jhan-il Poul moved a heavy hand to the golden bracelets on display on the Mondrauk’s wrist, there to depress some of the onyx gems. A holo-field came to life between them, though it took the policeman a little while to register what it was he was actually looking at, given his aching head. Once he did, he realized that it was some kind of township on an arid planet.

      There were three tall towers of gleaming white, functional and rectangular, and clustered at their base were more domes and low-roofed buildings. Anders didn’t recognize it, but from the logo of stars and scales, he recognized it as a Proxima Republic outpost.

      The Proximians were a cosmopolitan protectorate of the Golden Throne, mostly humans, but who chafed under the Eternal Empress’s rulership. This Poul really does have spies everywhere, Anders thought. What the chieftain had said before had been true—Anders had never previously thought of the Mondrauks as being that interested in the affairs of the other civilizations.

      But then, walking across the arid landscape came a small collection of figures. All humanoid and human, and none over the age of thirty, Anders figured. Each one had a clinically-shaved head, and each one wore the silver-gray jumpsuits that Anders recognized from the PK clones that had infiltrated Ilythia.

      No… Anders felt a surge of panic as he realized just what the PK clones were about to do. There really wasn’t anything else he thought they could do.

      They stopped a hundred meters out from the Proxima outpost, just as a hover-quad started to pull out from the main drag to their location. Presumably a patrol guard, Anders thought.

      The hover-quad sent up billows of dust and sand on either side of it as it approached the clones. Anders could see someone standing up in the copilot seat, waving at the figures in big, dramatic gestures—

      Before the entire quad jumped twenty feet straight up into the air, flipping and spinning as if a massive, invisible landmine had detonated right underneath it.

      “Dear stars.” Anders blinked. Even though he had seen the devastating power of this new type of psychic warrior before—and firsthand—it was still shocking to see their potential. The hover-quad hit the dirt and exploded in a greasy-black pall of smoke, and now the PK troops were turning their attention to the township itself.

      “Shortly after this footage reached my hands,” Jhan-il Poul growled, “the Eternal Empress released a statement that she was routing out coconspirators and traitors to the throne…”

      Traitors? Anders thought. He knew that the Proximus Republic had an indirect military arm through the guerrilla group called the New Dawn, but not every Proximian was a sworn revolutionary, were they?

      And certainly not every person living in that outpost. Anders glowered at the holo-field image as the psychics did their work.

      Each of the handful of jumpsuit-clad people stopped stock still in the dusty plain and appeared to be looking up at the shining towers before them. For a moment, Anders could have been looking at a collection of students, being told to admire a view.

      Only each student suddenly tilted their head in perfect unison, the way that a flock of birds suddenly turns on some instinctive, animal urge.

      And just like what Anders had seen happening to the floating citadel of the Tularins, he watched the first of the towers start to shake and break. First to go were the windows, sending glittering plumes of glass out over the streets of the small township. The windows exploded floor by floor, and then the entire tower quaked. Tiny shadows of furniture or people exploded out of the rooms as the tower toppled, hitting the next.

      And then, as if some critical mass had been reached, the other buildings started to shake and collapse. Anders was watching the same symptoms everywhere across the holo. It was like a psychic disease that couldn’t be halted.

      Finally, the entire holo-field was engulfed by the rising smokes and dust clouds as the Proximian Republic outpost shook itself to pieces.

      How many had lived there? Anders wondered. Several hundred? A couple thousand?

      The clones were getting stronger, there was no doubt about it, and Anders knew that it had to be because that the Eternal Empress had found a way to channel the power of the Archon device the way that Jake had.

      The holo-field clicked off with a movement of the alien’s strong hands, and Anders was left looking at Jhan’il Poul’s appraising expression. It was clear that the Mondrauk wanted answers, but Anders didn’t even know how to begin explaining what he had learned recently.

      There is an ancient race of alien god-creatures called the Black Suns. And the Eternal Empress has found a way to wake at least one… Who would believe him if he said that!?

      As it turned out, however, he didn’t have to. He was surprised at the diplomatic intelligence of the usually aggressive Mondrauks as the chieftain cleared his throat with a guttural cough.

      “It is clear that Ilythia and the elves will fall. That is not why I am offering to help you,” Poul said seriously, in a tone that was so deadpan that Anders could only believe it.

      “I couldn’t care less if the Eternal Empress wipes out the elves,” Poul said pragmatically. “But what I do care about is the fact that the Eternal Empress appears to have a power that can bring us all to our knees,” he said. “It is only a matter of time before the empress turns her attention to Jakka, which is right and proper, as a society only deserves to survive if it has strength!” Anders detected another hard-won piece of uncompromising Mondrauk wisdom.

      The jhan-il’s eyes flickered. “And that is why I am offering you, how do you humans put it…an olive branch?”

      He means to make a peace accord with us? With Ilythia? Anders was astonished.

      “I am in a rather special position, Lieutenant Anders,” Poul said gravely. “I have some power and influence here in Jakka, and even in this voudj of the jhan. I am party to certain secrets about the jhan that will help you, if you help me.”

      Here it comes, Anders thought. He knew that the idea of a peaceful Mondrauk elder was just too much to ask. “What is it? What do you want in return?” Anders asked through clenched teeth.

      “Just that you and your allies do as I request, when I request it, and the outcome will be beneficial to both of us,” Poul said with a savage grin.

      “I’m not here looking for new employers,” Anders said tightly.

      “And neither would I wish to be!” The Mondrauk barked his croaking, guttural laugh. “Do not misunderstand me, human. I am not your friend, nor your ally. I just am interested in the future of the Mondrauk people.”

      Anders nodded. “I understand,” the human said, and there was steel in his eyes as he said it. “Now, tell me what I and my friends have to do to get Jhan Col to fight the Eternal Empress.”
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      “Our glorious leader has a problem, one that very few know about,” Jhan-il Poul said, now standing before the assembled delegation. The chieftain had arranged to have Dalia, Patch, and Jake brought to Anders’s medical cell.

      Dalia looked tense and angry, pacing the small room in apparent scorn, but she didn’t interrupt the powerful chieftain as he outlined what he wanted them to do. Beside Anders, perched on his metal-table bed, was Patch McGuire, again looking a little pale, withdrawn, and owlish in the presence of these aliens.

      The only one of their company who appeared entirely at ease was the circlet-wearing Jake, who was looking between Jhan-il Poul and the blue-field door as if trying to work out a particularly intriguing problem in his head.

      Good grief, Anders wondered when he considered the state of each of his friends. And we’re supposed to be the shining hope for the survival of the Ilythians?

      “And that problem comes in the form of Ganna Col, the jhan’s only child,” Poul said. “Ganna is coming up to his maturity, but he has been kept from the rest of the jhan-ils and Mondrauk society because of his condition…”

      The way that the Mondrauk said that last word, with a slight sneer of distaste, made Anders clench his jaw.

      “Ganna has a progressive disease that affects his growing tendons, muscles, and joints,” the Mondrauk’s voice wavered just a little, as if he was trying to give himself courage to even speak of it. “Ganna is not strong. Ganna is weak, and he will only grow weaker for the rest of his natural life, which, thankfully, is likely to be short. Ganna should have been terminated upon birth of course, or as soon as the disease made itself known, but Jhan Col had a moment of weakness.”

      Dalia turned on her heel and let out an angry hiss. Anders knew that the Ilythians—most of them, anyway—believed that all life was sacred, so to her, the Mondrauk’s words were an insult.

      “But the jhan’s mistake is your gain. Our gain,” Poul said with a slow, toothsome smile. “Jhan Col knows that when the boy reaches maturity, he will not be able to hide his existence for much longer. There will probably be an outcry. There will probably be jhan-ils attempting to challenge him for his position. We may even see a tribal civil war across Jakka!”

      And do you want to be one of those challengers, Jhan-il Poul? Anders found himself wondering.

      “With the Eternal Empress appearing to want to burn through every one of the races before her, this is no time for Mondrauk disunity,” Poul said. “So, I have been researching for some time the whereabouts of a famous Mondrauk healer, who is the only one on Jakka who may be able to help,” the chieftain said in what was as close to a reverential tone as a Mondrauk could manage. “Woak Edja. The Woak Edja.”

      “Never heard of him. Her. Them,” Anders grumbled.

      “No,” the chieftain said sharply. “I am not surprised. Woak Edja is almost a creature out of myth, an ancient Mondrauk who himself could have become a jhan a long time ago, and who had already killed a thousand enemies by the time he renounced our society.”

      “Sounds like the only Mondrauk with any sense,” Anders muttered to himself, earning a hissing growl from the jhan-il.

      “I never said Woak Edja was a pacifist!” Poul appeared to take Anders’s suggestion as the deepest insult. “Merely a mystic. A scholar, and a healer. Since his departure from society, there have been many accounts of Woak Edja returning from the wild places, able to cure plagues and outbreaks and the severest of injuries, before disappearing again. And ever since hearing of little Ganna’s ailment, I have been researching the old accounts and believe that I have found a pattern to the appearances and wanderings. I believe that I am able to predict precisely where Woak Edja will be, right now!” Poul appeared impressed with his own abilities, but Dalia beside Anders was more practical.

      “Why didn’t the jhan himself approach this healer?” Dalia said tersely. Anders could tell that she didn’t trust the Mondrauk before them, which was a feeling he shared.

      “To do so would be to accept that he made a mistake, and the jhan is a proud leader.” Poul made a gesture of helplessness with his hands. “I wish for you to travel to him, to get the cure for Ganna Col, and to bring it back here to me.” The Mondrauk smiled. “In return, I will speak on your behalf to Jhan Col, who will undoubtedly be so pleased that his mistake has been rectified that he will agree to help you in attacking the Eternal Empress.”

      “Sounds simple…” Patch murmured, but the policeman knew what the young Voider meant. Sounds too simple. Anders frowned.

      “Why us? Why not use your own contacts?” Anders asked quickly.

      There was a flash of something in the Mondrauk’s eyes. Annoyance? Recognition? Concern? Anders couldn’t be sure.

      “Do you wish for my aid, or do you wish to remain here as the jhan’s slaves until such a time as he tires of you all?” the chieftain countered.

      “Well, when you put it like that…” Patch said morosely.

      Anders spared a look to Jake—who wasn’t interested—and to Dalia, who returned his questioning look with a roll of her eyes.

      “We’ll do it,” Anders said, pushing himself into a wobbling standing position, his head still pounding. “Where do we find this miracle healer of yours?”
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      Although they attracted stares, none of the seven-foot tall aliens that Anders, Dalia, Patch, and Jake encountered on their escape from the voudj halted their flight. Not with Jhan-il Poul proudly stalking ahead of them.

      Anders wondered at this apparent obviousness, or obliviousness. Won’t people be asking where Poul is taking the aliens? Why?

      However, it soon became apparent that whatever strange codes of honor these people had, a component of it was to never question a chieftain as powerful as Jhan-il Poul.

      They walked through corridors with arching roofs, past smaller open-doored rooms where Mondrauks were engaged in noisy, angry, and garrulous games of chance that seemed to involve small, scuttling creatures, or else the Mondrauk equivalent of lounges, where the giant and powerful beings lazed on a variety of plush recliners, while they picked food from trays or drank horns of something that smelled to Anders’s nose like cinnamon and lemon.

      But eventually the party made it out of the palatial tent to return to the flattened ochre plains of the outside, where the sun was beginning to set, and the two moons of the home world were only just starting to rise on the eastern horizon. The sky above was deepening to a rich purple-blue, and string-lines of blinking satellites were starting to appear, threading their way across the sky like the lines of some cosmic spider’s web. On the distant, half-shapes of the moons, Anders could see more pinpricks of light every time the dusted airs of the plains eddied and moved.

      “We’re not heading to the ship,” Dalia murmured through tight lips. It was true, the lieutenant noted. Although he could see their damaged Ilythian scout sitting where it had been deposited by the Mondrauk Man-o-War, and still more of the bullish Mondrauk ships squatting on the plains around the voudj like giant metal beasts, it seemed that Jhan-il Poul was threading them away from the vehicles to an entirely different mode of transport.

      “Are we expected to ride those things or be fed to them!?” Patch gave an appalled hiss at the creatures that the mixed party were being led to, and, given the fearsome appearance of the beasts, Anders could only share the Voider’s concern.

      “Doku-beasts.” Jhan-il Poul saw his companions’ wary looks and gave a loud, rumbling laugh in response. The beasts in question were six-legged, almost three times the height of Anders, and with a hide of thick, gray-tawny skin. Although their legs ended in goat-like hooves that suggested some sort of bovine docility, their strong necks and cruel-looking heads made them appear nothing if not carnivores. They had horns like the Mondrauks themselves, two large protrusions that swept back away from the bony brow-ridge, and two smaller nubs behind that. Their eyes were small and dark, and their maws were four flaring mandibles like some kind of insect. Patch flinched as he saw one of the corralled doku-beasts turn and snap at their nearest fellow, making a rattling sort of hiss as it did so.

      “Idj! Doku-dakka mor vak!” Their guide was gesturing to one of the nearest collections of Mondrauks standing around one of their large, burning outdoor grills. Anders watched as the small huddle snarled and bared their fangs at each other as they spoke their guttural tongue, but one of them did indeed break away from the others to spring with a Mondrauk’s ease over the wooden fence. He started to pick up what looked like gigantic harnesses and saddles and approached the doku-beasts.

      “If he thinks that I am going to get onto one of those things, then—” Patch was murmuring as they watched the trials of the doku-handler to get the saddle in place. There were many straps and clips, creating a high ‘seat’ between the first pair of the beast’s legs. At several moments, one or other of the various unwilling beasts of burden reached around with its flaring mandibles to attempt to snap at the handler, who was forced to duck, growl, or else thump the beast with one of his meaty fists to get the creature to obey.

      “If this is how we manage to save Ilythia, I’ll do it,” Dalia said through gritted teeth. She lightly hopped herself over the fence and approached the nearest saddled doku.

      Anders watched as the creature turned its head to flare mandibles at the Ilythian as she strode forward. Dalia pulled herself up short and uttered a sharp, caustic word in Ilythian.

      “Elf…” the Mondrauk doku-handler nearby growled at her, but surprisingly, her bark of command halted the beast. Anders felt his teeth grind as he watched the doku-beast open and close its mandibles, as if tasting the air before the Ilythian’s face. And then Dalia was making a singsong, almost musical tone with her voice as she took a step forward, raising one of her fine, long-fingered hands.

      The doku-beast tasted the air before her hand once again before Dalia suddenly vaulted, grabbing the leaper-straps by the creature’s shoulder and swinging her legs into the saddle as the creature bucked.

      “Watch out!” Anders heard himself say, breaking into a worried run toward the enclosure.

      But Dalia was continuing her mixture of sharp commands interspersed with the more singsong whistles and sighs as she struggled to maintain balance on the rearing alien beast.

      And, amazingly, the creature seemed to accept her, stopping its wild resistance and lowering its head to pick at the ground.

      “And without even any herbs!” Jhan-il Poul said with a bemused expression, or what Anders thought was bemusement. He found it hard to tell with Mondrauks, as their default facial expression to non-Mondrauks appeared to be one of disdain.

      But for the rest of the party, the sacks of dried and foul-smelling herbs appeared to be a necessity. It took Anders at least three handfuls of the dank mixture to get his own doku-beast to stop snapping at him, and it took a great deal more for Patch.

      Jake, however, appeared just as dreamy and out-of-it as he approached his own beast, who tasted the air and shied away from the PK, but did not appear to want to eat the youth as the psychic climbed on its back.

      Is that a psychic effect? Anders frowned, worrying that the teenager’s PK-suppressor might be wearing out. However, no answers to this riddle were forthcoming as Jhan-il Poul mounted his own beast with muttered curses, thumps, and handfuls of herbs. He ordered the corral gate opened, and for their journey to begin.

      “We’re riding through the night, so keep your wits about you!” the jhan-il said as he steered them toward the distant canyon walls, which only made Anders wonder why they would need their wits about them.

      It was some time past midnight, when the sky was bright with stars and satellites and one of the moons had already set, that the policeman found out exactly why.
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      The party trundled forward on the six-legged gait of their strange beasts across rock, grit, and sand plains turned silver by the night. The hooves made a constant crunching rhythm underneath them, and, despite the appearance of the doku-beasts, Anders found their passage almost soothing.

      The walls of the canyon eclipsed half the night sky on their left as they walked, and already the voudj of the Jhan of Jakka was just a distant memory.

      These things travel fast, Anders had to recognize. He yawned, lifting his eyes to scan the horizon for any sign of habitation. He saw the occasional fast-moving light far out across the canyon floor, weirdly mirroring the streaks of lights in the distant skies above as Mondrauk ships, cruisers, or strange transports went about their business.

      Until, that was, one of the distant lights suddenly veered from its course and started to grow brighter and larger. It appeared to be heading toward them.

      “Jhan-il?” Anders called out softly to the Mondrauk leading them.

      “What is it?” the chieftain grunted gruffly, scowling back at the human.

      “That over there, it appears to be coming closer—” Anders was saying, in the moment that the light abruptly winked out as if it had never been.

      “Edkh!” The effect the vanishing light had on the chieftain was galvanic. He snarled and pulled hard on the reins of the doku-beast, making it gutter-snarl and chitter warningly, rolling its head from side to side.

      “Boss?” Anders heard Patch’s voice rise in alarm behind him.

      “Poul, what is it? What does it mean!?” Anders was asking, just as the sound of a low mumbling drone came toward them, although no object or craft could be seen.

      “Only one thing—” Anders saw the darkened silhouette of the chieftain hunch and move as he drew a long-handled laser rifle from his saddle. “Someone thinks we’ll be easy prey!”

      “What!?” Anders said. Were the Mondrauks so aggressive, Anders wondered, that they would be attacked just a few hours out from their capital!?

      Apparently, yes. Suddenly, there was a new flare of light and the unmistakable dirty orange of meson fire.
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      “Separate!” Jhan-il Poul hollered in the Empress’s English as the molten ball of meson plasma shot out across the silvered plains toward them.

      Someone is firing at us! Anders pulled on the reins of his doku-beast, trying to get it to obey him.

      Luckily, either the doku-beasts were used to such things, or the rising hum of some kind of craft spooked them, as each one pranced away on their six legs. With a crashing boom, the ball of meson fire hit the canyon wall, sending fragments of heated grit and rock and scorched dust all over their backs.

      “Ach!” Anders heard Jake hiss in pain.

      “Jake, stay low!” Anders called, but his nervous beast had already moved him away from the others. Doku-beasts did not have much of a herd instinct, it appeared.

      Anders had one hand on the reins as his creature attempted to start a jerking, heavy-footed sort of gallop away from the noise and chaos. In the lieutenant’s other hand, he had already pulled his laser pistol—their weapons had been returned to them by some favor of the jhan-il.

      And now Anders could see the bright white light of the craft suddenly flaring on again, growing dazzling bright as the raiders presumably attempted to blind them. It was a craft alright, and it was turning slightly, which revealed its shape: a torpedo-like structure with the turbines forming its body and tail. It was almost as wide as one of the doku-beasts, but it was considerably faster.

      And on its back, there glinted and moved the shapes of Mondrauk bodies, bringing their own long-handled meson rifles to bear.

      “Stars!” Anders swore, instinctively digging his heels into the stirrups. With a chittering belch, it leapt to one side as two more balls of meson-orange erupted to smack into the desert-plain floor and boulders where Anders and his steed had so recently been.

      “A raiding party!” Anders heard the distant holler of Jhan-il Poul behind them, not that the policeman cared who was attacking them just so long as they stopped it. Now.

      Anders fired, sending his own brighter, white-blue laser shot back. He saw it flare in a ball of flame and sparks as it hit the side of the torpedo-craft, but he did not hear any grunts of agony.

      Another flare of laser light, this time coming from behind Anders as one of their party fired.

      It was a better shot than Anders’s had been. As the projectile-craft swerved around the group for a return attack, Anders saw the explosion of sparks and one of the large bodies of the Mondrauk raiders, silhouetted black against the silver plains, thrown from the carriage and sent tumbling across the plains.

      “That’s it!” Anders heard the jhan-il’s appreciative snarl as he fired bolt after bolt of his own meson fire at the craft. Only half of them hit, but the few that did sent the craft swerving erratically.

      “Gragh!” There was a shout from Anders’s side, and a sudden movement on the plains. The ex-policeman barely had time to turn his pistol across his body as the form of a goat-like Mondrauk jumped from the plains toward him, swinging his long-rifle with a cruel bayonet-blade attachment on the end.

      Anders fired. The shot hit the Mondrauk, dressed in part-plate armor and ragged hides, and sent him spinning in the air.

      But either Anders’s shot hadn’t been sharp enough or the Mondrauk’s armor had protected it, because the Mondrauk was still alive as it slammed onto the back of the doku-beast. There was a chittered screech from the beast as the Mondrauk raider used its bayonet to stab into the doku’s back for purchase.

      “Get off my monster!” Anders shouted, swiveling as much as he could to angle a shot at the raider attempting to climb his steed. But the doku-beast was rearing and bucking, and Anders’s shot went wide. He could hear similar shots and screams from behind him as the doku-beast jumped and spun, trying to dislodge its new passenger.

      “Not yours, human scum!” he heard the raider snarl as the Mondrauk was scrabbling to the humped bone-ridge behind Anders, pulling his bayonet long-rifle out with a spurt of black blood and a further squeal of outrage from the beast underneath them.

      The Mondrauk was far more adept at this than Anders and had already managed to close the distance between them as Anders attempted to free himself from the stirrups and turn around, raising his laser pistol—

      Smack!

      The Mondrauk batted Anders’s pistol out of his hand with a heavy sweep of the butt of the long-rifle, and now the raider, directly in front of Anders and smelling of burning meat, was reversing the thrust straight toward Anders—

      “Hgh!” Anders attempted to throw himself to one side, but he was too late. The bayonet blade stabbed through the thin encounter suit and into the meat of his thigh. Anders felt the sickening intrusion and the horrible, connecting thump as the edge of the thin blade similarly pierced the gray hide of the doku’s shoulder underneath him as well.

      “Ach!” Anders felt agony flare through him like a wildfire. He was pinned to the beast he was riding, and the raider was releasing the rifle to hold him there like one of the skewered bits of meat they appeared to love roasting on open fires.

      In a moment of stop-time pain, Anders saw the Mondrauk grip the doku-beast with his thighs and strange, backward-jointed knees as it raised both hands wide, clearly preferring to keep the human stuck while it resorted to more brutal methods of murder.

      “Sir!” Moriarty alerted him from the node at his neck. The simulated intelligence was only just waking up, having gone dormant. Anders didn’t have time for strategic analysis. He had no weapon.

      Anders hunched his head and bent as much as he could as both hands seized the long-rifle that held him to the beast, wrenching the weapon from hide and his own sinew as the raider’s talons battered the sides of his neck, shoulders, and back.

      “Agh!” More lines of fire as the snubbed ends of the Mondrauk’s claw-like nails found the skin of his neck after skittering across Anders’s armor.

      “I said, get off my monster!” Anders reversed the grip and fired the long-rifle as he felt himself sliding from the doku’s neck. It was a point-blank shot, absolutely impossible to miss even as he fell, and the Raider was hurled from his stolen seat in a plume and explosion of ruddy meson light.

      Anders hit the ground with a painful thud. The human was too winded to even gasp in pain, but he did have a moment of terrible blankness before gasping for air and rolling out of the way of the beast’s fleeing legs.

      Anders coughed and sputtered, and his punctured leg wasn’t behaving as it should. He could hear the shouts, screams, and snarls of the battle behind him, and as he rolled over, he could see the interplay of meson-orange and blue-white as Dalia, Patch, Jake, and the jhan-il engaged with the raiders.

      “Sir. You need to tourniquet that wound,” Moriarty was informing him in brisk but unemotional terms. “If you don’t, you will suffer significant, hazardous blood loss in approximately one hundred and ninety-two seconds—”

      Gee thanks. Anders attempted to push himself up from the floor before collapsing again with a painful grunt.

      “Sir, the long-rifle. It is ten inches to the right of your right hand,” Moriarty informed him.

      Anders seized it, using it almost like a spear to stab into the ground at his feet as he pushed himself upward.

      “You have no available materials, and no time,” Moriarty continued. “I have analyzed the scenario. Forward four meters with haste!”

      Anders, who had long learned to rely on the simulated intelligence to think faster and better than he could, lurched forward into the night to immediately see the shape of Moriarty’s plan. There on the floor was the dead body of the raider he had blasted from the fleeing beast’s back.

      “My scans show a medical kit,” Moriarty was saying. A wave of lightheadedness washed over Anders. He didn’t know how many seconds had passed, but he didn’t want to find out how little time he had left before he collapsed, either. “Left hip!” the intelligence informed him, and Anders let himself stumble-fall onto the body of the goat-like Mondrauk, to scrabble with shaking gloved hands at the strange-shaped modules on the alien’s utility belt.

      “Not that one. The next,” Moriarty said as Anders seized the faintly tubular thing. Another wave of dizziness as Anders’s hands pawed, scratched, and slapped at the surface of the module until the top suddenly hissed and popped open. Inside was an awkward-looking pen, appearing like a tube made of scales, with a sharpened, curving point like a steel tooth at the end. Anders could recognize a medical injector when he saw one, and he wasted no time in jabbing it into his blood-drenched thigh. He felt the shock of cold spread up and down his thigh as the Mondrauk healing drugs were dispersed throughout his body.

      “Ah,” Anders heard Moriarty’s as-close-to-worried-as-it-could utterance as he wavered in place. The pain of his leg subsided almost immediately to be replaced by a deep numbness. “I was going to advise only using half of the serum, given the differences in human and Mondrauk physiology…”

      “Ah,” Anders echoed. His lips felt oddly thick and unresponsive, and even his face was tingling. He certainly couldn’t feel the pain anymore, and when he looked down at his injury, he could see the glistening bubbles of his own flesh as his leg knitted itself back together at an almost alarming rate.

      “Ugh—” Next came a wave of nausea as Anders’s much smaller human frame reacted to the heavy Mondrauk drugs flooding through him. In the next moment, he was bent over and retching a bitter drool onto the desert floor…

      At least the bleeding has stopped, Anders managed to think in a disjointed, fuzzy way as his vision doubled and resolved.

      What exactly happens when a human takes Mondrauk medicines? Anders thought, feeling a little floaty and sick all at the same time. He found that he was standing up now, somehow, but he didn’t remember how he had done so.

      “Sir!” Moriarty called, just as a bolt of ruddy meson plasma flashed out of the night toward him. He lurched to one side, landing with a roll that should have awakened the recent pains of his skewered body, but the policeman couldn’t feel anything at all. Somewhere along the way, he had brought the stolen Mondrauk’s long-rifle with him and was now sitting up to take aim at the bounding figure of the raider coming his way.

      Despite the fact that Anders was effectively poisoned on alien pharmaceuticals, and that he felt sick and nauseous, one side effect of the drug on the human’s system was to apparently slow down his perception of time. Or maybe it was just the complete relaxation of his mind due to narcotics. Anders didn’t know. He sighted down the barrel to see the leaping, scissor-kicking form of the Mondrauk rise through the starry airs directly in front of him.

      Anders could see in perfect stop-frame time where to aim, and where to fire to make the perfect shot. And the intoxicated, poisoned policeman did. The Mondrauk raider thumped to the dirt with a clean hole smoking between their horns.

      A slight buzzing sound followed Anders’s shot. It took him a moment to realize it was his ears ringing. He was suddenly standing up, as if time were flinging itself at him in fits and starts, and then he was walking across the plains to where he could see the shapes of the last remaining doku-beasts and the Mondrauk’s attack-craft, now a smoking and flaring ruin against the canyon walls.

      His side had won, as there were bodies of raiders everywhere, mostly shot but a couple seemingly trampled by the doku.

      Too many to just be in that craft… Anders’s bleary mind registered as he stumbled into the halo-glow of the burning wreckage, searching for Dalia, Patch, Jake, and the jhan-il.

      The raider’s ship was only a decoy, he thought. The main body of the attacking Mondrauks had loped and sprung across the plains on their alien hooves while their tubular turbine craft had drawn the defenders’ fire.

      “Anders?” He heard a gasp and turned to see that it was Dalia and Patch running across the grit of the canyon floor. Both Ilythian and human made faces of surprise when they saw Anders, and he was aware that they were looking at the lakes of his own dried blood that had almost completely drenched his lower body.

      “Boss…you don’t look right at all.” Patch, as ever, made the understatement of the century, just before the blankness and nausea rose through Anders once again in a cooling wave, and Anders hit the dirt, already unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            The Tunnel of Teeth

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re lucky you didn’t wake up with a set of horns!” Patch was peering a little nervously at the rather sullen, morose, and over-all pained face of his ‘boss.’—Lieutenant Anders Corsigon.

      There were any number of reasons why the young Voider would be feeling nervous, given the midnight attack by the stronger, devil-like Mondrauks and, of course, being trapped on a seemingly hostile planet. The most pressing issue, however, was the foul mood that Anders had awakened with that morning after his sedation.

      Anders grumbled back at the Voider, earning a wide-eyed stare before Patch returned to nervously throw more leaves in the direction of his doku-beast.

      The party had only lost one of their beasts of burden, which was the one that Anders had been riding, and they had agreed that Anders was to ride with Jake, given the teenager’s seeming inability to concentrate for long periods of time. In his fog of medicated hangover, Anders managed to concede that it was probably this dreaminess that had saved Jake from the raiders, since he had apparently done nothing more than hunker down and clutch at his beast’s neck all through the battle until it had wandered back to rejoin the others just before first light.

      I suppose it’s a blessing he didn’t blast a crater the size of Hectamon 7 in the middle of Jakka, Anders admitted grumpily to himself. The policeman felt awful, like he had drunk twenty-seven synth-shots from a dockside bar back in his home city of New Gate.

      But his thigh was indeed healed, as Moriarty had pointed out at some point in the early ochre light of the Mondrauk dawn. Anders hadn’t been very respectful toward that little snippet of good news either, even though he had to admit the puckered and waxy-looking red skin clearly visible in the hole of his lower encounter suit was perfectly sealed and didn’t even hurt a bit. That torment was reserved only for his throbbing headache.

      “If you dare say ‘I told you not to use that much serum,’ I swear to the stars that I’ll drop you in the dirt and leave you here,” Anders grumbled at his simulated aide, who wisely chose to remain silent.

      “It’s only going to get worse.” Jhan-il Poul lumbered toward the group of red rocks that Anders had chosen to sit next to while examining his wounds. The light of the day was filtered with orange, making everything appear hotter than the cold it actually was.

      Probably the dust, Anders grumped. Which will probably give us all bronchitis.

      “They were a raiding party all right, but that’s not going to be our next problem,” Poul advised them as he set about gathering his things and feeding his doku-beast with the herbs that kept them barely in check.

      “And do tell me what that is,” Anders groaned. He could see where Dalia was apparently feeding her doku-beast now by hand, given she had managed to develop some sort of bond with the otherwise grouchy creature. Beyond her and the beast rose the walls of the canyon, rising hundreds of feet into the muted gray-and-orange skies far above. A group of bat-like things circled far overhead, making Anders think of vultures hovering for a prospective kill.

      “Mondrauks raid all the time. They raid each other, raid other civilizations, pirates, traders—” the jhan-il said. “Mondrauks die in battle—” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “—and usually the families of the dead accept their loss as just another fact of life. But if the families take upset at the circumstances of their death…”

      “Like being killed by humans and Ilythian visitors?” the sharp-eared Dalia called out, earning a serious nod from Poul.

      “Precisely. Then the families can petition their village jhan-il, just as the citizens of my townships have petitioned me many times, to call for an ohtma.”

      “A blood-feud,” Anders supplied. He remembered Moriarty’s description of the strangely tribalistic Mondrauk way of life.

      “A crusade,” Poul corrected. “Mondrauks see no need to keep prisons or conduct reparations. An ohtma can be issued, and justice will be served in battle and in blood.”

      “But there’s no guarantee that whomever the jhan-il of these raiders is would see a need to call an ohtma against us, is there?” Anders said testily. He wasn’t sure if he just wanted to believe the best, or whether he was arguing just for the sake of it. Probably the latter.

      Jhan-il Poul made a barking sound of a laugh, full of scorn. “Well, I know what I would say, were I their chieftain.” He nodded back down the canyon, where a pall of black smoke was still rising from the wrecked craft.

      “So?” This time, Anders pushed himself to his feet to feel his medicated, woozy head throb in pain once more. He took a deep drink from his water pouch. “You’re a jhan-il, and a powerful one at that. Which other chieftain would go against you?”

      “None,” Poul said steadily, turning his head to catch Anders with one black orb of an eye. “But the real question is, which jhan-il would like to see me out of the way, so that they can get the ear of our supreme, glorious warlord Jhan Col?” Poul said, and the answer was obvious.

      “I’m guessing the answer is all of them?” Dalia sighed wearily, earning another scolding laugh from Poul.

      “Correct! The chances are good that whenever word gets back to the families of the dead back there, that we will be looking at a blood-crusade against us, against me!”

      Even though what Poul was suggesting was a vicious attempt on their lives, to Anders and the others, it sounded as though Poul welcomed it.

      I will never understand these people. Anders shook his head, instantly regretting it.

      “So, I suggest we move quickly, get back to Jhan Col, and save his son Ganna to earn his undying loyalty,” Poul continued, pointing along the canyon wall to the obvious cleft in the red rocks a little way off, which appeared to be a passage through the cliffs.

      “That way to this Woak Edja of yours?” Anders muttered as he waved at Jake, who was busy turning rocks over in mid-air, using small gestures with his hands. If he can do that even with the PK-suppressors… the alarmed thought flashed through Anders’s mind.

      “That way to the Tunnel of Teeth,” Jhan-il Poul corrected. “And then the holy Woak Edja.”

      “The Tunnel of Teeth,” Anders heard Patch murmur morosely to anyone listening. “This trip just keeps sounding better and better, don’t it?”
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      The Tunnel of Teeth was well-named, the policeman thought. The four doku-beasts and their riders had tramped their steady, miles-eating pace into the avenue made by the canyon walls that soared over them. Despite that it was a sunny Jakka morning, the avenue was cast in a permanent cold shade by the orange and ochre walls.

      And those walls were narrowing, turning into an ancient ravine, then a gulley, until they finally met with a perfectly round tunnel in the distant wall.

      But that tunnel was edged with teeth, Anders and the others saw.

      Real teeth. Anders reached out to the walls as he urged his beast after Jhan-il Poul. It was almost pitch-black ahead of them, with the only light coming from a small, hovering blue drone that the Mondrauk chieftain had released to hover a few meters in front of their troupe.

      The thin light revealed tortured, complicated rows and nests of bleached fangs, some as long as Anders’s arms, lancing out into the tunnel, but still with just enough room for the doku-beasts and their riders.

      “What are these?” he heard Patch murmur from somewhere behind him, his voice made clear by the echoing and confined space.

      “These?” the echoing growl of the jhan-il said. “They’re dead things, human.”

      Anders was about to ask what kind of dead things when he saw that the meters-long fangs weren’t the only teeth that made up these macabre walls. In between each of the more pronounced and impressive specimens were also many hundreds and thousands of smaller teeth.

      As small as his were, he saw. And some a little larger, like Mondrauk teeth.

      Anders started to get the terrible suspicion that these teeth were the remnants of every traveler who had dared to enter this dread hall.

      And that was when the hissing sound began.
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      “Beware!” Jhan-il Poul barked, reaching in the dim light not for his long-rifle but instead for the smaller, bulky-looking Mondrauk pistol.

      “What is it?” Anders hissed, drawing his spare laser pistol from his side, since he had lost the other in his recent battle with the raiders. A moment later, he saw movement in the dark, caught by the blue drone-light, and it was coming from the walls themselves.

      There were elongated shapes as pale as the bleached calcium of the teeth and fangs that sheltered them, unspooling from their nests. Anders realized then that not all of the shapes around them were teeth.

      Some were snake-like creatures, dangling from the walls and awakened by their passage.

      “Hyagh!” Anders heard a muffled scream of horror from Patch and turned his head, just as the nearest downward ‘fang’ suddenly writhed in place. Fierce yellow, reptilian eyes flared open and the ‘fang’ split at the end to reveal that it was a mouth with serrated teeth inside. Each one of these snake-things appeared to have a large ‘foot’ of scale that clung to their bed in the wall by some unknown mechanism, but even though they apparently couldn’t leave their hunting spot, they could still flick back and forth in place.

      The nearest fang-snake arched towards Anders’s face, and the human just managed to bat it away with his own pistol as the tunnel suddenly flared with bright blue laser-fire. Dalia was shooting, spinning this way and that on the back of her doku-beast as she sought to fend off her attackers.

      Anders raised his laser pistol as the snake twisted back toward him.

      He wished that he had a cleaver or any hand-to-hand weapon, but wishes were useless as he tried to follow the snake’s writhing, swinging, and flickering form.

      He fired. He missed. The blue laser bolt exploded into the ceiling behind the fang-snake, causing one of the actual bone-teeth to shatter and send slivers and shards down into the tunnel itself, all over Patch’s doku-beast.

      And then Anders realized just how dangerous this tunnel was. It wasn’t just the hissing, striking fang-snakes, it was the fact that every movement and attack was constricted by the very real bone-teeth all around them.

      “Agh!” Anders saw Patch’s beast attempt to rear back on two of its six legs as Anders ducked to one side, with one hand clamped around Jake to stop either of them from getting a face full of snake.

      Patch had flattened himself on his monstrous steed, and the doku-beast itself was only working to impale and gouge at its legs and shoulders in the tight space, its chittering roars echoing.

      “Hisss!” The snake lunged toward them again, but it was too close and too fast for Anders to take aim. The snake lanced toward him and Jake, and Anders had no choice but to punch at it.

      Chomp! The snake clamped onto the pistol in Anders’s hand, and Anders pulled the trigger.

      There was a flash of blue light and green ichor as the snake blew apart, its messy viscera splattering the back of the doku-beast and riders.

      “Ach!” But there were still more of the terrible creatures, and now Anders could see that several were attached to Patch’s doku-beast, and one had even managed to clamp onto the Voider’s shoulder. With a horrible strength, he saw the fang-snake’s scaly body flex and start to lift the young human bodily from the back of his steed.

      “Patch!” Anders fired his pistol, his reactions overtaking his worry as he fired at the fang-snake. His instincts proved a better shot than any carefully-aimed one, and the snake holding Patch burst apart just as the other one had, but there were still more.

      “Rargh!” Jhan-il Poul hollered, using his Mondrauk pistol like a club to bat away the snakes that lanced toward him. “Forward! We have to keep moving!” the Mondrauk managed to shout through clenched teeth.

      Anders kicked his steed forward, feeling the creature shiver and tremble with the agitation of action. There were already several great welts on Anders’s beast oozing blackish blood where it had been bitten.

      “Down!” Anders tried to hunch as the next snake snapped at them, its fangs closing just inches from his shoulder.

      “Boss!” Anders heard a shout from Patch as he swiveled to see that the Voider’s steed had only managed to move forward several meters before becoming completely stuck on the Tunnel of Teeth. The cries of the caught doku were unbearable, and its stuck position only meant that Patch and Dalia were now caught behind them, unable to flee as Jhan-il Poul was already doing.

      “Come on!” the Mondrauk was shouting as he forced his own screeching, tormented beast past the tearing and scraping fangs of both snakes and teeth.

      “Dismount!” Anders shouted as he swerved to fire at another snake. The policeman didn’t want to leave the beasts behind, not to this dismal fate, but Patch’s doku was already starting to weaken from its multiple injuries and constant fang-snake attacks.

      “Nine o’clock, sir!” Moriarty interrupted him. Anders swung around to his left as the fangs of one of the snake-things opened wide, and he once again fired point-blank into the thing’s mouth.

      “Oof!” He heard grunts and shouts as both Patch and Dalia slid from their saddles to hit the rock floor, then squeeze, clamber, and duck under the stamping feet of the doku-beasts as they ran toward Anders.

      “Keep going!” Anders encouraged, picking off the fang-snakes that threatened to swing down to snatch at his friends’ ducking forms. Bolts of blue laser light illuminated their tense, panicked faces in staccato bursts.

      “Sir!” Moriarty called.

      “Ach!” Anders felt a sudden punch of pain as one of the waving snake-things caught his shoulder. Only one fang managed to find the edge of his Ilythian shoulder-pad, but it was sharp enough to puncture his thin encounter suit and embed itself in his flesh.

      “What is it,” Anders snarled, suddenly wolfish as he bent his wrist to punch the laser pistol against the fang-snake’s neck, “with everything trying to put holes in me on this damn planet!” He fired, obliterating his attacker and covering Jake with yet more ichor.

      Dalia had thrown a long slender arm around the similarly-wounded Patch and was now using her own pistol like a club to fend off the attacks. Anders dared a look behind him to see that there was grayish light at the end of the tunnel, and no sign of Jhan-il Poul.

      I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Anders growled as he shot at another of the snakes while urging his beast forward. Dalia and Patch were now sheltering as close to the rear of Anders’s steed as they could safely get, with the majority of the ceiling snakes attacking the larger doku intruder into their subterranean realm.

      The Mondrauks favor strength. No surprise the chieftain left us to survive or die. Anders growled through gritted teeth as he fired again and again.

      “We’re almost there!” Dalia yelled, and he realized that she was right. The Tunnel of Teeth was not so very long, it seemed—just deadly.

      “Hiss!” Another snake flashed towards Anders’s face, and the man batted it away with the butt of his pistol. Dalia and Poul had been right—it was better to defend themselves like this than try to fight each and every one.

      Another snake came, this time near his elbow, and Anders thumped his pistol so hard against its cone-like head that he heard the snap and crunch of scales and bones.

      And then, suddenly, the light was dazzling as Anders’s injured and bleeding doku-beast, bearing the policeman and Jake as well as sheltering the Ilythian and the Voider, burst out of the end of the tunnel into warm, streaming, and dazzling sunlight.

      “Halt where you are!” shouted guttural alien voices.

      Apparently, the survivors of the tunnel had run straight into a semi-circle of armed Mondrauks.
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      “Ichtma! Cauol B’amna!” one of the Mondrauks was hollering, and, much to Anders’s surprise, the usually recalcitrant doku-beast pulled up short under the commands. The creature was tired and injured, and Anders could feel the tremors of pain coursing up and down its side.

      Anders, Jake, Dalia, and Patch had found themselves gasping for air, still bleeding from their injuries, in a soft dirt clearing in what looked to be a lush jungle. The light was a slight orange, making every spiked and heavy leaf appear to glow with vitality.

      The Tunnel of Teeth apparently led the way through the cliffs to another hidden canyon in the landscape. Anders cast eyes back and forth to see distant sandstone, red boulders, and rocky walls far around them, thickly covered with jungle vines and trees. The air was filled with the screech, cry, and hoot of strange Jakka beasts, with some of them sounding like mammals, while others had the same chittering speech of the doku-beasts.

      Which I could ride through them, if the damn creature would even listen to me, Anders thought as his eyes slid to their new captors.

      They were Mondrauks, of course, but they weren’t the same fur-wearing raiders that Anders had seen before. These wore full Mondrauk battle-plate and easily held their heavy halberd-rifles with giant blade attachments. Each one also wore a Mondrauk helmet, which was more of a partial mask that covered the forehead, eyes, and nose with wide cutaways for the horns to fit, and which ended just above the fanged mouths. The entire effect of the black-armored, apparently sightless aliens would have been terrifying if Anders and the others weren’t already too tired of being scared.

      “What do you want?” Anders growled, not lowering his laser pistol, but also knowing that the twelve-strong crew of aiming Mondrauks could blast him and all the others out of their skins in a heartbeat.

      “You don’t get to ask, human scum!” sneered the largest of the Mondrauks, whose helmet held a plume of long red hair like horsehair and whom Anders took to be their jhan-il.

      “Diplomacy is the better part of valor, sir,” Moriarty murmured softly against his master’s throat.

      “Balls to that,” Anders muttered back, slowly lowering his pistol so that his hand hung limp at his side. He watched as Dalia and Patch did the same, no one wanting to relinquish their weapons, and no one daring to move fast.

      “You’re wanted for the murder of Mondrauks on Mondrauk land,” the red-plumed captain said. “You’re wanted for escaping the holy jhan’s custody. You’re wanted for intruding on Mondrauk space, uninvited—”

      “Hey!” This indignation came from, surprisingly, Patch, whose eyes were sparking with fury. “We haven’t committed any crime! We’re under the protection of Jhan-il Poul!”

      “Protection?” The captain of the armored Mondrauks appeared to find this suggestion vaguely hilarious, as he started to chuckle, and then to snigger, and finally to cough as he nodded to the edge of their lush clearing. “Only weak races need protecting, but either way, I don’t think your savior is much good to you now, is he?”

      Anders’s eyes followed where the captain was nodding to see that there was a large, gray-skinned shape partly covered and collapsed against vines and large fronds. It was Poul’s doku-beast, dead as everything that had donated its teeth to the tunnel behind them. Anders couldn’t tell if the creature had finally succumbed to the injuries inflicted by the Tunnel of Teeth, or whether this war party had been its demise.

      “And Jhan-il Poul? Where is he!?” Anders demanded.

      At this, the red-plumed captain flicked one talon at the handle of his own halberd-rifle for the small coils along its body to start glowing as they generated meson energy. “I told you that you don’t get to ask questions, human. Not on my planet!”

      Anders clenched his jaw and said nothing, but his arm holding the laser pistol shook with barely-contained fury.

      “The alien-lover Jhan-il Poul is in my care,” the captain said proudly, as if capturing a chieftain as powerful as Poul must be a great achievement to the martial culture. “He is subject to an ohtma, as are you all. Jhan-il Poul will be taken before Jhan Col, where he will be executed for treason against the jhan and the Mondrauk peoples.”

      “What for!?” Patch, apparently, had reached the end of his tether. “We’re trying to help your damn jhan—” he was saying, just as the captain gave a nod and the Mondrauk beside him moved suddenly and silently.

      The blast of orange meson slammed into the ground at the Voider’s feet, flinging both him and the Ilythian backward. Anders felt his heart thump as he turned to see if they were alright.

      But now the captain was barking orders to his team as they surged forward. Anders raised his laser pistol, but three of the twelve merely shot the doku-beast under him, sending Anders and Jake tumbling to the ground with gasps and pained shouts.

      “Dalia!” Anders shouted, flipping himself from a roll as he scrabbled toward where Jake was sliding to a halt.

      “Sir, look out!” Moriarty informed him, a fraction of a second too late, as—

      “Rargh!” A heavy boot connected with Anders’s ribs, winding him as he was flung to one side, and his chest was prodded with the blade and rifle’s business end. It was the red-plumed captain standing over him, ready to blast a hole straight through him.

      Everything on this planet wants to put holes in me. Anders groaned in frustration and agitation before releasing his last remaining laser pistol. It was over. He had lost.
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      “Hurry up,” the captain of the battle-plated Mondrauks grumbled as they trudged their new captives along a narrow, winding jungle path. Anders held his hands in front of him, now constrained with magnet-locks, as did the captives behind him.

      “Moriarty?” Anders muttered under his breath. The crunching of their feet on dried leaves and the swish and crack of the foliage as they moved hid his question.

      “Sir. Full report: Twelve heavily-armed Mondrauks, full battle-plate capable of withstanding low-to-medium laser burst, with meson-powered halberd-rifles, smaller side-blasters, and knives,” the simulated intelligence informed him. “My scans reveal no significant injuries or illnesses in the enemy. In fact, they each appear to be functioning at higher than the biological norm for their species. My best guess would be that they are not average Mondrauk warriors but are either mercenaries or have affiliation to the voudj of Jhan Col.”

      “Outstanding,” Anders groaned to himself. Does this mean that these Mondrauks have been plotting with the jhan himself to take out Jhan-il Poul? It was a scenario that made a twisted sort of sense in Mondrauk society. If this entire planet was built on the foundation of honor won through conflict, then the supreme leader probably had every reason to try and undermine or even kill the next strongest leader in the regime.

      “Deep-range scans show that we are approaching a structure. Wooden. No electronic signatures, but one Mondrauk lifeform, and—” The simulated intelligence gave a glitched flicker of a pause, indicating that the data-set it was processing from Anders’s node was large, or surprising. “And the Mondrauk in question is ancient. Older than any other Mondrauk recorded, according to Golden Throne Encyclopedia.”

      “How old?” Anders whispered back.

      “My scans cannot compute with accuracy, but I can safely postulate a range of between three hundred and three hundred and sixty years old,” Moriarty said.

      “Woak Edja,” Anders said, forgetting to whisper.

      “Silence!” A guard prodded him hard in the ribs with the butt of the rifle, making him stumble forward on awkward feet.

      But the path was opening up now into another clearing, whose jungle-noise was complemented by the roar of a stream. When Anders looked up, he saw that there was a hut ahead of them, built out of multiple pieces of faded wood, taller in height than it was round so that it appeared a little like a tower. Its construction was crude but sturdy, as its stanchions were sunk into the ground, allowing it to cling to the boulder edge of a small pool underneath a waterfall.

      The entire clearing was at the base of a small cliff covered with vines, whose only clear space was given to the spray of the constant water falling past the tower. A sward of green grass rolled down to where the Mondrauks and captives were walking out and clustered around the base of the tower, where there appeared a garden of many strange plants. Some had silver-blue leaves, others a vivid green, red, or midnight purple.

      And there was a movement from beyond the darkened wooden archway of the tower.

      “Who disturbs my rest!?” A Mondrauk appeared, and even after Moriarty’s report, Anders was still surprised at the ancient appearance of him.

      Woak Edja.

      The mysterious, much-fabled shaman of the Mondrauk people didn’t have a full set of horns but rather two nubs that appeared to have been worn down with age. But his horns were fat at their base on his temples, where they rippled into a heavy and pronounced brow ridge of toughened skin and bone.

      The mystic’s hair was a silver-white, and when he stepped forward into the light of the clearing, it almost seemed to glow. His skin had even apparently been bleached by the centuries and was a much lighter tan, looking dried and deeply wrinkled.

      Woak Edja wore simple gray robes belted at the waist with a wide plait of what appeared to be dried grasses or vines, and Anders thought he could see the hints and remnants of ancient designs on them, long since frayed and faded.

      But if the rest of the healer proclaimed his age, it was his eyes that seemed to concentrate the very last of his vitality. They were the fierce and bright black of any Mondrauk centuries younger than himself, and they looked like darkened coals in an otherwise bleached-out body.

      “Your time has come, old one,” said the red-plumed captain, leveling his rifle towards Woak.

      “No!” It was a gruff shout from the last of the captives behind them all, the similarly bound and humiliated form of Jhan-il Poul, who Anders could see now sported a vicious and dried cut across his brow and cheek. The chieftain had been uncharacteristically silent during their trudging march through the jungle, and Anders could see the wide-eyed horror at the thought of these younger warriors so easily eliminating a figurehead of their race.

      “You cannot do this!” Jhan-il Poul said. “You will be insulting all Mondrauk-kind!”

      “You have spent too much time in love with the aliens,” the captain hissed back as he nodded for several more of the guards to level their meson rifles against Woak Edja.

      “Sir?” Moriarty said urgently in Anders’s ear as the captain continued to scold Jhan-il Poul. “I am picking up field energy. A craft is approaching our location…”

      “You appeal to Mondrauk-kind as if there is any rule greater than that of strength…” The captain’s voice rose. Now Anders could hear the hum of an engine growing louder and louder over the sound of the waterfall.

      “As if there is any rule greater than the jhan himself!” the captain said with feverish pride, just as the jungle trees swayed above them and separated, revealing a small, sleek black shuttle shaped like a fang itself moving steadily over their shared clearing.

      Oh no. Anders suddenly realized what was going on. He had been half-right before, he thought as the craft slowly turned and started to lower itself towards the green sward. The raiders that had attacked them had been an ambush, an excuse for the fierce Jhan Col to allow an ohtma to be issued against Jhan-il Poul, and to use that opportunity to overthrow his nearest rival… And perhaps rid himself of the only other Mondrauk who knows his weakness—his son Ganna Col.

      On the other side of the craft, Anders’s eyes scanned the face of Woak Edja to find that the Mondrauk’s expression wasn’t alarmed, angered, scared, or even horrified. He merely appeared watchful.

      Maybe after nearly four centuries, you’ve seen it all, Anders thought.

      The shuttle lowered itself to the ground to dwarf the tower, and as the field engines wound down, there was a hiss of steam as a two-panel door burst open and a ramp extended to the grass.

      “Move it, whelp!” shouted the familiar voice of the supreme warlord of all the Mondrauk people. Jhan Col emerged from the tiny craft, his massive bulk barely appearing to fit inside it.

      And he was dragging behind him a much smaller and younger Mondrauk, who gasped in pain with almost every step.

      Ganna Col was decrepit by Mondrauk standards, although Anders reckoned that he would be almost as tall as the lieutenant if he straightened his gangly form.

      But the teenaged Mondrauk couldn’t, and probably never would, Anders thought. The only child of the warlord of Jakka had a hunched back and one twisted shoulder that gave him an almost grotesque appearance. Anders saw that one of his hooves was turned almost completely inwards, and one arm was crooked at his side, as if unable to be straightened at the elbow at all.

      The growing illness, Anders remembered Jhan-il Poul’s words. This Ganna was born with some kind of hereditary disease, and because the Mondrauks either didn’t use or didn’t have gene-therapies, it had slowly progressed through his body until he now occupied this twisted and mangled form. In throne space, they would have corrected that upon conception, Anders thought with a hiss of frustration and anger. Not that Anders had much faith in the Gene-Seers and their technology, but at least it allowed every human child born to have the same starting chances as every other.

      “Father!” Ganna Col cried out, earning a vicious shove from the warlord that sent the crippled alien tumbling painfully down the ramp to lie on the grass below, panting.

      Dalia hissed at the cruelty, and Anders saw Patch’s jaw tighten.

      “Jhan! Now is your chance!” Jhan-il Poul called out. “Seek the wisdom of Woak Edja for your child. You can yet see a strong heir follow in your footsteps!”

      “Bah!” But Jhan Col, angry and sullen, and wearing all of his gold bracelets and amulets, merely laughed at the chieftain’s suggestion. “You are too sentimental, Poul. That was always your problem. I have come here today to put right what should have been done a long time ago.” The jhan’s eyes glittered fiercely as he pointed at the mystic.

      “Go to him, boy. Stand at the old one’s side!” The commanding tone of the jhan was apparently irresistible, because Ganna slowly and painfully moved to his feet to limp, stagger, and lurch toward the older mystic, who remained silent. Around the clearing, the captain’s armored Mondrauks all lowered their meson rifles at the two.

      “Once these two are finished, we will begin on the rest of you.” Jhan Col leered at Anders and Dalia, Patch, Jake, and Poul. “Finally, I will have no more rivals. Not from you, Jhan-il Poul, not from my son, and not from any maddened mystic in the woods!”

      “He’s insane,” Patch muttered. “He thinks everyone is a challenge to his rule.”

      “He is. He does,” Anders murmured his agreement, flicking his eyes to the young Voider.

      And seeing Jake standing beside him, his eyes passive and staring at Woak Edja. When Anders’s head turned, he saw that Woak Edja was looking back at the PK youth with the same apparent open curiosity.

      And Jake is wearing the PK suppressor… Anders suddenly had an idea.

      “Mondrauks! Take aim!” the red-plumed captain barked after an agreeing nod from his jhan.

      I have to do it now! The electric thought that shot through Anders’s understanding was galvanic. On either side of the group of angry, bound captives, every Mondrauk there had raised their rifles for the coiled cylinders to start glowing a dirty orange-red.

      Meson energy was powerful, and it would only take a few heartbeats for the guns to be ready.

      “It is the way of things,” murmured the ancient Mondrauk Woak Edja, which he must have presumed would be his last words in this plane of existence.

      But Anders moved.

      “What?” The red-plumed captain was quick, gasping in surprise as he turned, rifle in hand, toward the suddenly charging police officer.

      But Anders had brought up his magnet-locked hands almost like a prayer before him as he reached for his prize. “Do it, Jake!” Anders shouted as he heard the sharp fizz of a meson blast.

      Anders barreled into the younger PK youth, and his hands tore at Jake’s PK suppressor, ripping it from its place on the boy’s temples.

      “Kill him!” one of the Mondrauks shouted as the red-plumed captain fired. Anders felt the heat wave blast so close to him as to singe his hair and heat his back, but he and the PK were now both tumbling to the ground.

      “Do it, Jake! Release the Archon!” Anders shouted as he hit the dirt. A little way away, Dalia had spun on one heel, bringing the other in a wide backward roundhouse kick to slam into the neck of the adjacent Mondrauk warrior. His meson-blast shot went wide, striking the wooden structure instead of the stationary mystic or the snarling Ganna Col.

      Jhan-il Poul and Patch had similar ideas as well, as both fought the twelve greater and stronger fighters even with their hands bound. Patch used the only weapon that he had and threw himself bodily against the backward-jointed legs of his nearest guard, sending both tumbling to the ground.

      The meson blasts scorched the nearby trees and shot into the jungle foliage.

      Jhan-il Poul had clasped his hands around the horns of his guard and, even with wrists securely sealed together, the chieftain had managed to twist on his hips to hurl the armored, in the prime of their life Mondrauk warrior into two of his fellows.

      “Yargh!” Anders just had the time to turn as the captain landed, having leapt from where he had been, his hooves punching into the ground with the force of his jump.

      Anders saw that Jake was curled in the mud and leaf litter beside the nearest tree, his face screwed up with anguish. Was I wrong!? Anders panicked for a heartbeat. What if Jake can’t access the power of the Black Sun? Or what if the power is so great that it kills him!?

      But Anders had no time left as the red-plumed captain of Mondrauks spun his halberd-rifle toward him.

      The policeman scissor-kicked with his back still in the soft dirt. He managed to hit the flat of the blade, kicking it wide as it discharged a glowing ball of meson fire into the dirt.

      “Human scum!” The captain stamped forward, one hoof catching one of Anders’s legs and scraping a line of fire down his outer calf.

      “Ach!” Anders tried kicking again, his movements getting desperate as he tried to bat away the kicks and attempted attacks of the sweeping halberd-blade. Anders had never been an expert floor-fighter, but the promise of survival was a powerful motivator.

      But Anders needed more than motivation, especially as the expert Mondrauk swept his halberd blade low. Anders kicked out to bat it away again, and the captain spun the weapon in both hands in a smart move, easily over Anders’s leg to turn and level it straight at Anders’s exposed chest.

      Everything wants to blow a hole through me on this cursed planet, Anders had a moment to think as he saw the meson cylinders flare brightly.

      Just then, the red-plumed captain rose into the air as if pulled by a tractor beam, flung easily fifty feet up and spinning head over hooves for a moment before suddenly exploding in a ball of guts and bone fragments.

      Jake! Anders knew it could only be the PK youth, who was now rising from his tormented crouch. His eyes were jet black, and his face was cast in a deathly serious mask.

      The next Mondrauk guard didn’t have a chance to scream as he soared into the air to similarly become alien confetti. Neither did the one after that, but the third, fourth, and fifth did. Not that it helped them in any way.

      The clearing was in uproar, with the remaining Mondrauk guards dropping their rifles to flee into the jungle as the PK psychic picked them off, one by one.

      But the supreme jhan was roaring his fury as he leapt from the shuttle’s ramp, swinging fists the size of Anders’s entire head as he came for Jake.

      Thwap! It wasn’t Jake that met his charge. It was a bright orange meson bolt, hitting the supreme warlord of Jakka square in his unprotected back. The jhan hadn’t worn any armor for this visit, so sure was he of his success.

      When Anders turned to see who had fired the shot, he saw that it came from the ragged and bloodied form of Jhan-il Poul, holding one of the still-glowing halberd-rifles that a guard had dropped in their haste.

      With a thump, the warlord of Jakka hit the dirt, already dead and with smoke rising from the center of his back.

      “Uh—” With a groan, Jake too slid to the floor in a crumpled heap as his powers left him. Instantly, Anders and Dalia were running to his side. The teenager was pale and unconscious, his breathing shallow and his brow crowned with sweat where it had once been crowned by the suppressor.

      “Jake, wake up!” Dalia whispered, hesitant to touch him, given that her Ilythian touch-sensitive telepathy might infect her with the power of the Archon.

      “Bring the boy to my hut,” a new voice said, and Anders looked up to see that it was Woak Edja, his ancient face now flat and serious as he nodded at Jake, then turned to Ganna Col. “You too,” the mystic muttered, turning back into the darkness as if exasperated by the chaos and calamities of the world.

      Anders found that he was crouching by Jake, his eyes moving from Dalia to the hut, to the shocked and stunned face of the young Ganna Col and the silent glare of Jhan-il Poul.

      Poul is the new leader now, Anders thought. But will he help save the Ilythian people?
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      “You have our Man-o-War destroyers,” the new jhan of the Mondrauk intoned as Poul looked out of the hut of the mystic at the gathering evening of Jakka.

      Anders hovered awkwardly in the doorway of Woak Edja’s tower, listening to the new leader as he watched the ancient mystic do his work. It was a strange sight, like something out of a fairy tale. The white-and-platinum-garbed Mondrauk worked with plants and powders, selecting the actual ingredients, tinctures, salves, and smokes to apply or burn at the right times in order to help both Jake and Ganna Col.

      The latter patient was an easier case than the human, Anders saw. Although Woak Edja couldn’t remove his illness, the salves and potions that he brewed seemed to greatly alleviate the suffering and pain that the young Mondrauk had experienced every day of his entire life.

      “You will need to take this every day, but it will loosen the knots of your fibers, and it will remove the discomfort,” Woak insisted in his low, steady voice to the quiet, staring form of Ganna Col.

      There was a cough from Poul, whose dark eyes flickered between mystic and heir. “He cannot return to the voudj. Not yet,” Poul said, and Anders felt the tension in the room increase.

      “They’ll try to kill me. Or use me,” Ganna surprised everyone by agreeing with the new jhan. “And I have no desire to become jhan, or even jhan-il.”

      “Then you will stay here,” Woak Edja decided, his age and wisdom carrying a quiet authority that would brook no argument.

      Poul nodded gravely, and Anders could tell that the Mondrauk was already thinking of all the things he would have to put into place if he was to secure his control of the voudj and begin his reign. But the laws and customs of the Mondrauk were at least clear in that respect: Poul had won over the jhan in battle, and so Poul could assume all his titles and belongings, in whatever way the alien wanted. Anders didn’t think that would stop the ohtmas and assassination attempts against Poul, but it was a hazard that the new jhan appeared willing to accept.

      “You’ll help Ilythia?” Dalia asked seriously, her sharp, star-filled eyes piercing the smoking gloom of the mystic’s hut.

      “I promise.” Poul nodded sagely. “As soon as I have taken the voudj, I will be calling a jhan-ohtma against the Eternal Empress.” A savage smile flickered across the Mondrauk’s features. “I have waited a long time to be able to say that.”

      Anders felt his shoulders start to unwind in relief. He had done it—they had done it—at last.

      But their journey, it seemed, wasn’t quite over yet.

      “Your friend will die,” Woak Edja’s voice broke through the negotiations as he turned to inspect Jake’s unconscious form.

      “What!?” Patch, Dalia, and Anders simultaneously burst out.

      “I have been alive a long time, and I have learned many things.” Woak Edja groaned as he lifted his head to the creak and pop of ancient bones. “And I have heard of his ailment but never seen it before.”

      “The Black Sun,” Anders muttered, earning a sharp glance from the fierce eyes of the Mondrauk mystic.

      “Aye. You know of it.” The mystic groaned once more, as if an infinite sadness had been laid on his shoulders. “I have studied a little of their accounts—a race of ancient beings that ruled and warred across our galaxy, so powerful as to be gods.”

      Anders nodded. This was what the Ilythians had told him.

      “It explains why the Eternal Empress wants to control the galaxy,” Woak said.

      “It does?” Anders frowned. He didn’t see the connection.

      “The Black Suns are a highly-evolved species who departed this galaxy many millennia ago—or most of them did, anyway,” Woak informed them. “And the most ancient legends indicate that they had the power to raise their chosen heroes and champions to their level, to make mere primates and mammals and mortals almost as powerful as gods.”

      The Eternal Empress wants to be a god!? The thought that shook through Anders was strong enough to make him blink. It all made so much sense, didn’t it? The empress’s constant gene-therapies to keep her alive, her removed nature from society, appearing almost like a mythical figure herself…

      “What is happening to your friend is what happened to those champions, chosen and empowered by the Black Suns, to fight in their arcane wars,” the mystic continued. “Most of those champions would die or be driven mad by the power of a god.”

      And still, Jake has been managing to keep it together, the human thought, wondering at the hidden strength of the boy.

      “But there was tell of one who rebelled, even managed to kill their Black Sun master,” Woak said in a low murmur.

      “Really? What did they do? How could they have killed a god!?” Patch asked a little excitedly.

      “The story is written on a world many lightyears away.” Woak nodded toward a particular direction out of the window. “It was a long time ago that I traveled there to study, over a hundred and twenty years, perhaps, but I can remember the route,” Woak said, finally sighing and looking with somber eyes at Anders, Dalia, and Patch.

      “I will tell you how to get there. And maybe you will find the way to save your friend from a fate worse than being bitten or shot,” Woak said, and Anders’s eyes moved to gaze out the same window at the distant patch of dirty night-sky. And when Woak Edja’s voice rose again, it did not fill the humans and Ilythians with much confidence.

      “Maybe you will help save all of us,” Woak Edja said.
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      Fluorescent light shattered in the puddles of rain that gathered on the gray streets. The hum of the rain was a constant buzz, but the woman moving down the street could still hear the thrum of the communication and messenger drones that plied their ceaseless work through the air of this tiny world.

      The small planet out in the middle-of-nowhere space, Welcome, wasn’t a colony world as such, the figure in the heavy waxed sheeter knew. Although it was officially designated as a ‘service colony,’ in all respects, it was a tiny, mostly metallized world covered with administrative buildings, entertainment industries, and the march of Throne Marines.

      Welcome is a rock, the woman inside her heavy coat thought with a sneer, advertising lights reflecting off her expression. The woman’s face would have been considered beautiful by human standards, were it not for two things:

      One. She had a fine tracery of darker lines spreading up her cheek, which her impressive genetic profile should really have been able to heal by now but strangely couldn’t.

      Two. Even despite her mysterious scarring, there was still something a little odd about her bone structure, the sheen of her skin, and the color of her eyes. When she accidentally let her guard down and was seen by another of the many humans who worked here, they would later think that there was something almost alien about her.

      Which there is, isn’t there? The woman grimaced, standing in place and waiting for the sound of the drones to at least subside for a moment before she did what she came to do.

      There really was something alien about the woman, especially when she moved with a preternatural silence and grace, despite her recent, devastating injuries.

      It was partly because at least a part of her genetic make-up was Ilythian, and also that this woman had been grown in an isolation tube in the most secure facility in all of the Reach of the Golden Throne.

      Her name was Black Rose, the super-weapon that Commander-General Cread had discarded and believed to be dead.

      But I am still very, very much alive, aren’t I, sir? The woman’s grimace twitched, becoming a savage grin with a hint of teeth.

      “Uch!” And then a cough convulsed through her ribcage, bringing with it a searing headache behind the elite assassin’s eyes. She stumbled a step forward, lowering her head as she breathed through the pain, waiting for it to subside.

      It was the neurological programming, of course. Black Rose had never had a normal education or any sort of normal training. Every lesson and chore that she had been ordered to undertake had come with the accompanying psychological and physical programming that reinforced her unswerving loyalty.

      It should have been impossible for her to think as she did, or to contemplate what she was contemplating. And every time she allowed herself to feel the anger, the outrage, or the glee at the thought of taking her revenge, Black Rose’s body betrayed her.

      But she was committed to her path.

      I can handle pain, she reminded herself. She had fought in a dozen skirmishes, after all. She had assassinated hundreds of people. She had been dropped into secure facilities all over the known universe—not just in human space but other sectors as well—because she could get those jobs done. She was used to being surrounded, and accumulating battle-scars on her way.

      I know pain, she promised herself.

      And that terrible gift was what forced her to stand up straight again and hold her head high. She was going to bring pain to the very heart of the Golden Throne.

      She was on her way to kill Commander-General Cread, her master, and her creator. And not only that, but Black Rose was going to kill the woman who had set all of this in motion.

      The Eternal Empress herself.
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      Jakka, Mondrauk Space

      

      Lieutenant Anders Corsigon stared at the giant, brutish shape of the Mondrauk guard and did his best to snarl and bark in just as fierce a manner.

      It was difficult, given that the alien species of the Mondrauks stood easily seven feet tall, had backward-curling goat-like horns—which was why the humans of the Golden Throne nicknamed them ‘devils,’ and this one in particular was dressed in part leather, part metal battle-plate, and held one of their people’s blaster-axes easily leveled at the human.

      The human lieutenant stood in one of the wide, arching hallways of the voudj—or capital—of this aggressive, non-aligned species. Behind him glared the tall Ilythian Dalia in her blue-and-black encounter suit. Like all of the ‘elf’ Ilythians, Dalia—or Dchllyiealoparisaan in her own tongue—stood willowy and graceful amid the rivers of hulking Mondrauks who passed right by them.

      They are allowed to pass, Lieutenant Corsigon growled to himself, and tried once again to inform the soldier of his determination.

      “We are here under the personal request of Jhan Poul,” the outcast human said. Anders might have been far smaller than the guard who barred their way, but he was a former officer of the Military Police Bureau—the civilian arm of the human empire’s Throne Marines force. He had stared down plenty of aliens and humans who had wanted to kill him before. It was a kind of a knack he had…

      “Uh…” There was a small cough of surprise from Patch McGuire, the twenty-something human Voider in his outdated, repaired, and updated service suit and jacket. The Voiders were a strange sort at the best of times, Anders knew, and Patch in particular, with his fuzz of hair and eyes that always seemed widely naïve, was probably one of the worst.

      “Not now, Patch!” Anders hissed from one corner of his mouth, frowning as he saw one edge of the Mondrauk’s wide, fanged mouth twitch up in a scornful grin at the charade in front of him.

      Patch probably just noticed some really not-very interesting new lightbulb or drone or something… Anders thought as he glared at the warrior again. But for all of the Voider’s naïveté and strangeness, he still wasn’t as strange as the final member of their small entourage: the human teenager designated as J-14, nicknamed ‘Jake’ by Anders.

      Jake was a PK, a human with rare psycho-kinetic abilities who had spent the first fifteen or so years of his life being used as a psychic battery. He had developed in one of the isolation tubes of the Golden Throne’s Gene Seers. He wasn’t one of the new breed of PK clones that the Eternal Empress was using to power her insane plans, but the ex-officer was willing to bet that the youth’s genetic codes had been used in their creation.

      What made Jake even stranger than that, Anders was painfully aware of, was the fact that he had also temporarily become home to the distant galactic god-creature known as the Black Sun, or Archon—one of an ancient race of beings who had once ruled over the entire Milky Way Galaxy, and whom the Eternal Empress, centuries-long ruler of the Golden Throne empire, wanted to channel the energies of.

      And I know a little of what that must feel like… Anders shuddered at the unbidden memory of uncompromising, infinite cold that had washed through him when he had broken the quantum transmitter that had been attempting to channel the Black Sun energy. Just that brief moment had sent Anders into a surreal coma for days, and so it was a marvel that Jake had managed to contain that awful, titanic power for so long.

      “Uhm… Boss?” Patch murmured once again, and this time, Anders lost his temper. They had returned not two Jakka days ago to the voudj—the vast metal-canvas dome where the warlord, or jhan, of the Mondrauk people lived.

      Their multi-species party had returned with the full blessing of the dead jhan’s forces, as Jhan Poul, the Mondrauk who had helped them on their mission to the mystic Woak Edja, had killed the previous jhan, and therefore assumed his position.

      But it looks like even being friends with the supreme warlord of the entire planet of Jakka only goes so far when you’re not from around here! Anders grumbled as he heard Patch shifting nervously behind him somewhere.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Anders lost his cool, turning around to glare at the Voider behind him—to see that Patch, like all the other Mondrauks and non-Mondrauks alike, was standing still and looking at the sides of the curving walls, whose metal fabric now displayed the projected holo-image of Jhan Poul himself, who was apparently giving some sort of speech.

      Wow. Great Timing, Poul, Anders thought as he felt the thrum against his throat when the personal node on his lapel activated, and the fine, cultured of his simulated intelligence Moriarty translated the guttural language.

      “Good morning, sir. I am afraid that you might not welcome the words of the new jhan…” Moriarty said in a calm, if slightly cautious, way. The simulated intelligence was not supposed to have any personality, since actual artificial intelligences had been outlawed and criminalized from the very earliest days of the Eternal Empress’s reign, although Anders had no idea why.

      Instead, the branch of simulated ‘machine intelligences’ were really just high-order data-collection devices, with overlays of speech software and simulated responses—hence the name. But sometimes, from the way that the ex-police intelligence program spoke, it made Anders wonder…

      “Just tell me what he’s damn well saying that has everyone so rapt!” Anders sub-vocalized. With the nearness of the crystal-matrix node, banded with steel and magnetic field connectors against the base of his neck, the ex-officer had long ago worked out that he just needed to mutter and half-sound his commands to Moriarty, if he didn’t have time to order the node to generate a privacy field.

      “If you insist, sir. I’ll recap and start from the beginning.” There was the slightest click in Moriarty’s voice as his translation software kicked in.

      

      ‘My brothers and sisters! Warriors and hearth-guarders of Jakka!

      ‘You all know of me, and you have all heard of my ascension to the war-throne of the jhan. This message is being broadcast planet-wide, because I will not be like my predecessor. No more hiding in the outskirts of the galaxy! We will reach out to them. We will venture forth. No more weak-willed doctrines of independence and isolation. We will have our place among the nations, just like the empire!’

      

      Anders heard a scattering of low growls and even a few grunts of surprise from the Mondrauks. He was no expert in Mondrauk politics, but he knew that the Golden Throne generally regarded them as a belligerent species for their penchant for calling an ‘ohtma’ or holy crusade against any who had wronged them.

      But—even given this behavior—it was common knowledge among the throne humans that the Mondrauks had been soundly bested by the Golden Throne’s forces when they had attempted to field a large battle-fleet, and that had made the previous jhan take on a “we’ll leave you alone, if you leave us alone” spacefaring policy.

      But it sounds as though the new jhan is suggesting that the Mondrauks start negotiating with the Golden Throne!? Anders felt the twitch of panic in his belly. Had he seriously misread Jhan Poul, the very leader that he, Dalia, Patch, and Jake had helped throne?

      Poul promised that he would declare a jhan-ohtma against the Eternal Empress! Anders thought in alarm. The Eternal Empress and her Throne Marines—with her latest weapon, the clone-PKs—were already tearing through the galaxy. They had sent ruin to the usually peaceful garden worlds and looked set to destroy the Ilythian Empire, too.

      But why? Anders still wondered. Woak Edja, the Mondrauk mystic, had claimed that the Archons had the power to elevate other sentients to near-godhood and had reasoned that was what the empress was trying to do in contacting the god-thing.

      But why does she feel the need to bring the entire galaxy into conflict if she is about to become some terrible new deity? Anders couldn’t see her reasoning—but right now, he had far more immediate matters to attend to.

      

      ‘Let me ask this question of you, warriors and hearth-guards: who is the strongest species in the entire galaxy? Who is the bravest? Who deserves to be ruling the stars?’

      

      Anders watched as the newly enthroned jhan, sitting on the same gigantic throne in the center of the voudj, leaned back and grinned, displaying his blackened fangs.

      ‘JAKKA!’ he roared, banging one large fist—bedecked with the gold and onyx bracelets of his improved wealth—against the throne’s armrest.

      

      ‘It is us! WHY are the Mondrauks cowering out here!?’

      

      He roared his enthusiasm, and Anders sensed the mood change among the observing goatish devils all around them, as proud and victorious chuckles and snarls started to swell from their lips.

      Thank the stars for that, Anders thought with relief as he realized that Jhan Poul surely must be leading up to his declaration of the jhan-ohtma. Anders had a vision of the Mondrauk Man-O-Wars, each one a vast wedge of metal with two forward ‘arms,’ sweeping into the fray, perhaps even defending Ilythia against their shared enemy

      So, it was a complete and utter surprise when Jhan Poul made his final pronouncement.

      

      ‘So, my trusted and brave family, my warriors and hearth-guarders, it is with great pride that I present this sight to you.’

      

      The holoimage of the jhan flickered and was replaced by an image of the yellow-ochre world of Jakka and its two heavily industrialized moons. And a flickering blur of blue-white warp light as a new vessel entered Jakka near-space.

      It was the sleek, black arrow of a Golden Throne embassy ship.

      

      ‘The Eternal Empress of the humans herself has sent her envoys here to beg for our aid! Shall we see how they beg?’

      

      “What!?” Dalia hissed, her fury at the matriarch-queen of the Golden Throne even outmatching Anders’s.

      Anders spun on his heel and stepped towards the Mondrauk guard. Something had changed in the lieutenant’s demeanor. It looked to any who saw him that he surely had murder on his mind.

      And to the strange sensibilities of the Mondrauks—with their history and society and even their families bonded together through deathmatches and blood-feuds—that was apparently the only password that the human had ever needed.

      “Take me to the jhan now!” Anders demanded, not stopping until he was nose-to-nose with the guard.

      And, with a cool nod, the guard turned and gestured for them to follow.
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      “Jhan Poul!” Anders demanded with the same fury as he stalked heedlessly through the central chamber of the voudj, past the tables of the assembled senior warriors and jhan-il chieftains.

      There was constant feasting taking place in this wide, circular heart of Mondrauk society, which would break only occasionally if some particularly spectacular feud or wrestling match broke out. The jhans come and go from the center, Anders remembered Poul himself once stating, when he had been talking about his own chieftaincy position prior to being the supreme leader, but the circle remains.

      Well, Anders could see just how much he could trust the words of Jhan Poul now.

      “JHAN POUL!” the human roared, and although the voice of the man was nowhere near the decibel that any Mondrauk could reach, it was loud enough for those at the tables around him and the others to stop their own harsh conversations and ponder what on Jakka could a human be so angry about.

      “Sir?” said the voice of Moriarty against Anders’s throat as he stalked down one of the lanes that led to the central dais, where Poul sat. “I wonder if this might be an opportune time to reflect on the difference-in-aggressiveness studies performed between humans and Mondrauks?”

      “It wouldn’t,” Anders growled back, continuing his march. It was probably lucky that they hadn’t been given their weapons back after they had returned, triumphant, to the voudj with the new supreme leader. Anders felt as though he might have even fired a laser shot straight through Poul’s lying teeth if he still had his pistols.

      “Er…boss?” This came from Patch, who seemed about to echo Moriarty’s sentiment.

      Anders ignored everyone—even the rising forms of the massive Mondrauks on either side of him, stepping up from their benches and games of dice or chips to snarl at the intrusion.

      Anders’s eyes fixed on Poul, who was currently leaning to one side of his throne, talking to a slightly thinner, narrower sort of Mondrauk holding a large data-slate, one that could almost become a shield in battle, should the alien have so wished.

      “I’m with you,” hissed Dalia from between her perfectly white teeth, her eyes cold and hard with the same fury, although far more controlled than Anders’s beside her.

      If either had noticed the crowd, they would have seen the mixture of outrage and amusement in the alien faces around them. Warriors in part battle armor bristled, whilst other Mondrauks with less armor and stranger social roles—depicted only by the colored bands in their braided hair, or the bracelets and bangles on their wrists—started to smile.

      But none of these aliens overtly moved to stop or challenge the human policeman and his cohort. This was, after all, the way of the voudj. Any who had a warrior’s right to be there—those who had already killed in battle or feud—could stand and challenge any other, even the jhan himself.

      “Lieutenant!” Jhan Poul flickered one black orb of an eye at the approaching human. There was a slow grin on his face, and he appeared entirely uncaring of whatever frustration or anger this smaller creature had to bring to him.

      “You lied!” Anders continued to march, and only now, at this last accusation, did the Mondrauks nearby hiss and bang the tables. In their culture, that was an insult.

      A challenge.

      Anders was only a few strides away from the dais, and then it would have only been a few strides more to get to the jhan himself, but Poul gave a lazy wave. Instantly, two Mondrauk soldiers in full battle-plate—even larger than the Mondrauk guard who had first barred their entrance to the voudj itself—with their macabre-sculpted faceplates and holes for their horns, stepped forward to bar Anders’s way.

      Even in his outrage, the policeman who had one been a Throne Marine wasn’t suicidal. He drew himself to a stop, glaring past the leveled blaster-axes and straight at the jhan instead.

      “Answer me!” Anders said, his chest feeling tight.

      In response, the Jhan of the Mondrauk just started to chuckle, and for that merriment to turn into guffaws of laughter.

      “Poor human,” Jhan Poul said with a gracious wave in their direction, earning an answering wave of scornful heckling and laughter from the crowd. “This one seems to think that I, the jhan of the people of Jakka, owe him something!”

      More laughter, and Anders’s cheeks burned with shame for just how completely gullible he had been. He had come here to the Mondrauks on the scantest of chances that they would aid Ilythia and stop his friend’s entire civilization from being destroyed. It had been a fool’s errand from the start, but with no way of knowing how to stop the PK clones or the Eternal Empress or the Black Sun, what choice had they had?

      And I thought Poul understood, Anders thought, remembering how the then-chieftain had approached him after the previous, now-dead, jhan had laughed in his face just as Poul was doing now.

      “You manipulated us,” Anders spat, still glaring at the jhan. The human could see it clearly now—that the Jhan had revealed the secret weakness of the previous jhan, and the ancient Mondrauk mystic who could help them understand the Black Sun. Woak Edja had even told them the route to The Well, a strange, ancient planet that was almost myth, with inscriptions from lost civilizations and lore about the Black Suns in ancient times.

      But really, it was all a ruse to coax the old jhan away from the voudj, so that you could kill him and assume his position, right? Anders thought. He was angry, but a part of him was aware that he had no idea what impact this revelation must be having on Dalia. She was now facing the prospect of her home world, and perhaps a large percentage of her entire race, facing annihilation.

      The silence stretched long between the jhan and the human as Jhan Poul’s smile started to lower into a serious, deadly line. When the Mondrauk spoke, his guttural voice was as sharp as one of the blades pointed at Anders’s chest.

      “You should be careful, human, how you speak to a jhan,” Poul said, and Anders could have snarled in rage, were it not for the sudden, cooling hand on his shoulder. The hand was long-fingered and strong, and it belonged to Dalia.

      But Jhan Poul paid no heed to Anders’s fury as he continued. “Mondrauks believe in strength, human. You have no position to barter or negotiate with a jhan!”

      This time, even Dalia’s steadying presence wasn’t going to be enough. Anders pulled himself away from her hand to bang his chest against the muzzle of one of the blasters. There was a hissing growl from the guards, and Anders could see their gloved fingers tighten around weapon hafts and hover over the triggers.

      “Then I challenge you, Jhan Poul. I challenge you to face me like a Mondrauk!” Anders snapped, his mind full of outrage and fire, but with a calm center of determination.

      If I can beat him at any challenge he calls, then I will get the respect and honor of a Mondrauk, Anders reasoned. Then these warriors might listen to me when I ask them to fight against the Eternal Empress!

      It was an entirely crazy plan, but Anders believed one hundred percent in it.

      Which was why it was so crushing when Jhan Poul, the guards, and at least half the assembled aliens all around them burst into fits of laughter.

      “You!? Challenge a jhan!?” Poul guffawed, slapping the armrests of the mighty throne in his hilarity.

      It’s not SUCH a terrible idea… Anders thought as his face flushed with deep humiliation. He had been in worse fights, hadn’t he?

      “You are just a human, little Lieutenant,” Jhan Poul said with a dismissive wave of his claw-like hand. “Your challenge is like a fly buzzing at a ruaj-beast!”

      Anders didn’t know what a ruaj-beast was, but the contrast and similarity was apparently enough for the rest of the Mondrauk chieftains and warriors to suddenly break into entirely new gales of laughter, before Jhan Poul started to wipe his eyes.

      “Seize them,” he said casually. Anders slid one of his feet back and swiveled on his hip, fully intending to seize the blaster-axe leveled at him to defend him and his friends.

      “Urk!” But then, lines of purple-blue eldritch force snapped around his shoulders, waist, and legs, tightening in a heartbeat.

      “We appear to be restrained by remote field energy, sir,” Moriarty said, rather unhelpfully.

      Anders gasped and tried to move, but every time he did, the glowing lines of light grew tighter. They didn’t burn or blind, even though when Anders looked down at them, they appeared to pulse and glare like caught lightning.

      “Boss!” Behind him, Patch’s frantic gasp and Dalia’s annoyed hiss seemed to indicate they were all in the same predicament, although now Anders couldn’t even turn to see what was happening at all. Instead, he was looking at the stern and humorless face of Jhan Poul, who gestured with one hand.

      In response, the glowing blue-white lines of field energy tightened a fraction more and took their weight, easily lifting each to one side of the dais before depositing them before a small line of Mondrauk blaster-guards.

      “Even a ruaj-beast can be annoyed by the buzzing of flies, if they keep at it,” Jhan Poul growled, turning to clap his hands in front of him and raising his voice.

      “Brothers and sisters, warriors and hearth-guardians! Prepare to greet our guest: the Herald of the Eternal Empress!” the alien shouted, as the same gigantic, arched double-doors that Anders and the others had themselves stalked through opened once more, for one of the strangest humans that Anders had ever seen to silently walk into the room.
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      The Herald of the Golden Throne was strange by every standard that one could care to name.

      At a cursory glance, one of the strangest things would have been the fact that he was so very small compared to the Mondrauks peering to take a look. He was small compared to much of humanity as well.

      The herald barely stood over four and half feet, and as such was almost a little over half the height of the Mondrauk guards at the door. Even though the herald was clearly an adult, there was a youthful sheen to his features, chestnut-brown hair, and darting eyes that further added to the illusion that a human teenager had been allowed to negotiate on behalf of the Golden Throne.

      The herald was also dressed strangely, in a golden sleeveless jacket with no apparent field nodes or even advanced technologies on display. He wore long golden shorts over golden leggings, making him appear to Anders’s eyes like a ceremonial actor in a play.

      And of course, the most compelling strangeness of the herald was that his skin, from head to toe, was gold.

      Oh, yeah… Anders recalled hearing something about that from the data-wires when he’d been half-listening to the late-night documentaries during the long, slow hours of a stakeout back on his distant home world of Hectamon 7. There was a Gene Seer sequence for a certain shade of gold, one that shone and sparkled as this one did, and it was entirely private to the empress.

      Anders, at the time, had thought that meant that the Eternal Empress had somehow surrounded herself with gold-colored plants or animals like dogs and cats, in an entirely obsessive way that wouldn’t have surprised him at all…

      But now, with no small level of disgust, he saw one of the uses of that rare gene-produced color: the bodies of her most trusted servants.

      Does that mean he is a clone? Anders wondered idly as he watched the diminutive man walk forward without a sound, almost seeming to glide towards the war-throne of Jhan Poul, without any self-consciousness of his attire or stature.

      Anders knew that cloning, like the creation of artificial intelligence, had been outlawed by the empress hundreds of years ago, and instead the science of the Gene Seers—genetic editors, hackers, fixers, and modifiers—had made it entirely possible to heal almost any physical trauma, recover from almost any illness or disease, or to turn your flesh into a work of art. Some humans settled for glowing tattoos, others for different eye-colors or differently-shaped noses, stronger jaws, almost anything imaginable.

      “Herald,” Anders heard Jhan Poul state.

      The herald paused before the guards who still stood before the dais, inclining his head and frowning a little at the apparent discourtesy. There was a gesture from the jhan, and the guards took another step to either side so the two could speak clearly, face to face, although the herald looked tiny compared to the raised form of Poul.

      “Jhan Poul.” The herald bowed deeply, even extending one leg in a formal, courtly fashion before rising. “News of your ascension has reached the ears of the Eternal Empress, and she congratulates you on your wit, your tenacity, and your glory,” he stated in a fine, high voice.

      The jhan nodded in recognition. Not exactly a thank you, Anders noted.

      Another slight turn of the head and raised eyebrow at the jhan’s apparent insolence, but the courtier appeared to disregard it in the next sentence.

      “The Eternal Empress is pleased to see such a powerful and wise leader at the head of such a brave and fierce people,” the herald continued, and at this, Jhan Poul leaned forward suddenly, glowering.

      “What matter is it to us what the Eternal Empress thinks and feels?” he asked in a low, menacing growl.

      This is a play, Anders realized suddenly, his eyes raising to the agreeing nods and ripple of table-taps from the chieftains and trusted warriors of Jakka. Jhan Poul is using this to cement his position as a strong leader.

      The herald appeared to have come to the same conclusion, as the small man smiled broadly at the challenge, and his tone was sweet and without rancor when next he spoke.

      “The proud and noble warriors of Jakka keep their own counsel. This, the Eternal Empress recognizes and greatly admires,” he stated.

      But the herald’s words were not winning him—or the empress—any friends in the crowd, Anders could see. There were dark looks and muttered voices, and Anders could quite clearly hear one nearby chieftains complain that the herald wasn’t on his knees by now, begging for his life.

      “The Eternal Empress wishes to extend a bargain to the brave people of Jakka.” The herald drew himself up to his full height and stated his case loudly. “Agree to the rule of the Golden Throne over your territories, and you shall have full hunting-rights over Ilythian space! Every world can be yours, for slaves, profit or glory. Every palace, castle, outpost, war-machine, village, or field of corn will be yours to enrich your people as you wish.”

      Dalia snarled, cat-like in her bounds, struggling with fury and hate, but her struggles only caused the glowing energy-bonds to bind tighter, until her skin clearly bulged on either side.

      “You will join with the Golden Throne as valued protectorate-partners. The Mondrauk forces will be given first and full rights of pillage and plunder when you campaign together with our Throne Marines!” the herald started to crow, his oratory reaching new heights.

      “Imagine the worlds and the civilizations that we, together, barely even know about!?” the herald said in a voice of low, coaxing wonder. “Together, none of our civilizations has even begun to explore the other half of our home galaxy. Imagine what awaits us. What peoples? What battles to be had? What riches we can amass? Together!” He finished on an excited note, even flinging one hand up to the roof of the voudj as if expecting the Mondrauks to fly off right there and then to the uncharted other half of the Milky Way.

      “What rubbish,” Jhan Poul snarled back, earning shouts of thunderous approval.

      The herald returned his hand and leg to a standing, self-contained position, looking expectantly at the jhan ahead of him. “Am I to understand that your answer is a no, Jhan Poul? And that all of the Mondrauks of Jakka and beyond will agree to your decision?”

      The roars and shouts of the crowd faded and grew still as they awaited their jhan’s inevitable declaration. Anders could swear he could taste the anticipation in the room. The herald had angered them, and now a few hundred alien eyes were looking for blood.

      Very slowly, Jhan Poul stood up from his war-throne, raising himself to his full height to tower over the little gold man. The voudj took a collective breath as they waited for their war-chief to speak.

      “I had expected more wits from the Eternal Empress,” Jhan Poul said slowly, menacingly. “Instead of sending her most-trusted envoy to my home.”

      Poul nodded to some unseen actor, and a giant holo-field suddenly came into life overhead. Anders blinked, looking at the picture to see it as a patch of stars, twinkling hard and bright through the night. He thought he recognized at least one of the constellations.

      Suddenly, there was a flash of bright light and shooting plumes of incandescent, flaming gases…

      “Your outposts nearest to our space have been destroyed, little man,” Jhan Poul said gravely, and suddenly Anders realized that yes, the jhan had been playing to the crowd all along, and this had been a part of his game.

      “And that pretty little bauble of yours?” Jhan Poul grunted, for the holo-field to suddenly blink out, to be replaced with a near-space vision of Jakka and its civilized moons.

      Another flash of light and an expanding ball of plasma as the herald’s sleek ship was destroyed. Had this been a part of Poul’s plan? Anders wondered. Had Jhan Poul been intending to hold the herald hostage, as a bargaining chip against the empress?

      “Moriarty? Tactical assessment,” Anders breathed as the herald’s face appeared to harden just a fraction.

      “Of course, sir. As you know, the Mondrauk sector lies on the inner arm of Ilythian space, with a number of unregulated light-years between the two,” Moriarty stated, who managed, even without having emotions, to revel in the practice of tactics and strategy.

      “And a similar neutral zone lies between the Ilythian empire and the human,” Moriarty stated. “However, these are not exact placements, so there exists a long corridor of official ‘neutral’ territory that acts as a corridor from the Reach of the Golden Throne, down the side of the Ilythian empire, to the Mondrauk territory. Therefore, the nearest throne outposts to Mondrauk space would be the scout stations and drone stations that hedge that neutral corridor. They are the early warning system before any attack from this side of the Golden Throne into its territory.”

      Anders winced. That had to hurt, even for a galactic empire as powerful as the Golden Throne. Not that it made much of a difference to their might and their numbers, but the fact that one side of the Reach of the Throne would now be temporarily blinded would only cause chaos across the neutral zone.

      And might even give the Ilythians a chance to regroup. Anders blinked suddenly. Perhaps Jhan Poul had been intending to keep his bargain with Anders and the others after all. Not to fly to the defense of the elf-like aliens perhaps, but to give them a small amount of breathing space.

      “Strategically, sir?” Moriarty continued. “The throne will have to now enforce the neutral zone, surveying the two potential threats of both Ilythia and Jakka, rather than operate against one enemy at a time.”

      Granted. Anders nodded a fraction.

      “But, if I may speak freely, sir?” Moriarty said, before continuing anyway. “My historical analysis of Throne Marine tactics—”

      I know, I WAS one, right!? Anders thought briefly.

      “—and a comparative analysis of times when the Golden Throne has apparently been attacked out of turn, suggests a very high possibility that—” Moriarty was saying, but Anders had already stopped listening by then. He knew full well what the Golden Throne did when it was annoyed.

      Full-spectrum dominance, Anders recalled the term. In other words, destroy everything that walks, talks, breathes, moves, grows, or stands aboveground. And then poison the ground and irradiate the atmosphere too, if the world hasn’t got any resources worth claiming, that is.

      And almost as if the herald had heard Moriarty’s advice and had decided to follow it to the letter…

      “I will take that to mean you have turned down our generous offer. A pity,” the herald said with the slightest shrug—

      —just as all the scarred and laden tables that the chieftains and trusted warriors sat at started to shake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Seismic Events

          

        

      

    

    
      “Herald, explain yourself!” the supreme warlord of Jakka demanded, striding to the edge of the dais. The two heavy-set Mondrauks braced their blaster-axes in anticipation, and Anders saw one of them slide a foot forward, taking aim.

      To suddenly stumble to one side, as if the aliens had lost their footing on treacherous ground. A snarl of disbelief, before—

      Crash! Splintering and crashing sounds erupted as cups, helmets, and sometimes entire benches wobbled and fell to the floor. The ground was shaking, and Anders and the others wobbled, banging against each other.

      “Moriarty!” Anders said in alarm.

      “My sensors are detecting rising seismic activity, sir,” Moriarty said, which, given the very clear evidence right in front of everyone’s noses, Anders thought was perhaps a little unhelpful.

      “I get that! But what’s causing it!?” Anders once again hopped from foot to foot to avoid crashing to the floor.

      In just these few seconds, the center of the voudj had turned to chaos. Mondrauk warriors and chieftains—many of whom had already been halfway down their flagons and cups of alien wines—were tumbling, clawing, and roaring as they battered against each other to get out of the way.

      FZZZT! There was a sudden report of purple energy as someone discharged a blaster at the walls, intentionally or not. Anders swore as he saw sudden lines of steam—no, dust—rising from the floor as cracks burst apart.

      And there, standing curiously still amidst the sea of turbulence, was the herald, just as nonchalant as before. The small man looked casually around him at the mayhem, again with the slightly tilted head, half-smile, and one raised eyebrow as if studying a rather fascinating experiment.

      “Herald!” Jhan Poul roared, reaching down to his calf to snatch up a thick-bladed knife and lunge forward.

      Only for the edge of the floor at the edge of the dais to suddenly rise as if it too had lost its balance as the ground rocked like a ship at sea. “Hrrargh!” The jhan crashed to the ground, his dagger skittering across the floor.

      “Sir, the results of my long-range scanners are in. They reveal both a mantle-level tremor event, rising in intensity, and an atmospheric disturbance,” Moriarty stated.

      “What?” Anders said, completely baffled by this. An earthquake and some sort of low-orbit strike? But then the ex-Marine’s mind had a moment of clarity.

      “Oh no,” he murmured. Unless, of course, the earthquake was the result of a low-orbit strike. Anders knew that particularly powerful thermonuclear devices could do that.

      In which case, Anders’s mind informed him, the most effective thing to do was to scream and hope for it all to go away, because he knew there was no way that anyone could outrun a giga-ton nuclear blast.

      But, wait a minute… The thought struck Anders between the eyes. Wouldn’t Moriarty have been able to detect it, given the fact that the long-range scanners in Anders’s personal node that Moriarty used could detect radiation. Couldn’t they?

      “Moriarty! Scan for radiation!” Ander exclaimed.

      “Oooof!” There was a thump as Patch hit the deck, and Anders knew that it was only a matter of time until he would too. When he looked up, he could see the room pitching and falling.

      But still, the Herald remained upright in the middle of it all, now taking a delicate step over one of the scrabbling Mondrauks.

      Creeeeaaak! There was a deafening sound of screeching metal, so loud that Anders felt like his eardrums were going to burst. The pain was too much for his already disordered senses, and he too fell backwards, remembering to hunch his shoulders and tuck in his neck a moment before he slammed into the metal-plated floor.

      When he opened his eyes to the shaking diorama around him, he could see that the roof of the voudj had torn down one side, revealing the orange skies of Jakka.

      And then came the darting shape of something very black, trailing smoke behind it.

      What was that? Meteorite? Missile? Mondrauk defense craft? Anders didn’t know. Everything was happening too fast, and he wished that at least whatever field generator was controlling their bonds would disable!

      But Anders’s constrictions remained stubbornly in place as he slammed into the raised foot of the dais.

      “Ach! Get out of my way!” Moriarty’s translation software was still running, and Anders heard the angry shouts of Mondrauks fighting to get out of the collapsing structure. With an almighty thump, one of the steel ribs sheared free, impaling a Mondrauk to the floor.

      “Somebody shoot him!” Anders heard Jhan Poul shout, and the human had a moment to think ‘not wise!’ before there was a trio of purple-laced blaster shots burning the air across Anders’s vision, each one going in cross-angles at each other as their shooters lost their aim in the confusion.

      “Are you ready for the radiation results, sir?” Moriarty said in his calm, suave, and sophisticated voice.

      “Yes! For star’s sake!” Anders breathed, trying his best to hunker down—not that it would do much good in a nuclear attack.

      “Ah. You see, I thought that I’d better ask first, because the results might be psychologically distressing for biological lifeforms,” Moriarty stated.

      “Just tell me!” Anders almost shouted—or would have shouted, had he not been juddered and pounded against the floor by all the tremors.

      “The good news is that there is no direct sign or uranium, plutonium, polonium or any other of the most-used heavy metal compounds, sir,” Moriarty said.

      That implies there’s some bad news, Anders thought between judders.

      “There is, however, a very, very potent concentration of less radioactive, but arguably more dangerous elements in the form of sulfur, carbon monoxide, carbon-oxcylate compounds, oxygen…” Moriarty continued down the list, as if any of it was supposed to mean anything to Anders.

      “English, please Mor—” Another painful thwap as Anders rebounded from the floor again.

      “Lots of flamey, fire stuff, sir,” Moriarty said in as simple a way as it could find.

      Flamey, fire stuff. Just great. Anders was pretty sure that was the simulated intelligence’s way of saying they were in the face of an inferno and were all about to get burnt to a crisp.

      Anders was right.

      Jhan Poul roared as he managed to swivel onto his side, drawing a tiny, concealed blaster from his utility belt and firing it at the herald.

      The golden-skinned envoy, who was rumored to be the most precious object to the Eternal Empress, just ignored the imposition as the laser blasts shot past the front of his face, and two behind his back.

      The herald was on the move; he had spotted something.

      Anders was cursing as he saw another huge section of the metal roof break away, gray-white metal tearing under the force of its own weight, combined with the world shaking itself like a child’s toy. The voudj was built like an ancient tent or yurt, but with the topmost domed ‘canvas’ being made out of some sophisticated metal composite. The ochre dust-laden winds of the Victory Plains started to howl and blow inside instantly, and Anders could smell the soot and smoke.

      “Interesting,” one lone voice cut as a counterpoint to the howl of the wind. Anders struggled to turn his body as best he could to see what had captivated the herald so much.

      There were only two people standing in the voudj now. One was the gold-skinned herald, never appearing to waver or wobble despite the way the ground trembled and shook.

      And the other was Jake.

      Jake was the taller of the two, but he was growing even taller by a meter, as Anders realized that the psychic was floating from the ground.

      Dear stars… Anders swore, as a rumbling, groaning sound started to draw near, like an oncoming avalanche.

      The problem was that Jake had returned the device to his head that the Ilythians had fashioned for him. It looked like a strange circle of white wires, interspersed with white or black modular units and strapped completely around his head at the temples. Anders knew it had been one of the few things that stopped the awful god-power of the Archon from finding its conduit through Jake once again, and through him probably causing as much destruction as the Golden Throne was performing now.

      But Jake was now so powerful that, even with the Ilythian suppressants, he could seemingly subconsciously perform some of the most challenging and powerful acts that any ‘regular’ human PK would be hungry for.

      “Grakh!” A sudden surprised shout signaled one section of the voudj’s ruined ceiling falling inward, completely crushing the tables, benches, and struggling Mondrauks underneath.

      “Where are you? I don’t see you!” Jake, however, despite being right in front of the herald, was shaking his head and looking back and forth as if the small figure wasn’t even there.

      “Hmm…” Anders heard the gold-clad, gold-skinned herald say, stepping forward to raise one glistening finger in front of the PK’s face, as if about to tap him on the nose.

      “Jake!” Anders shouted, trying to warn him.

      “Show yourself!” Jake said, his head snapping towards the herald’s voice, but still with his eyes blinking and looking off-kilter, not focusing on the strangest sight in the entire collapsing voudj.

      Why can’t Jake see him? Anders thought, starting to twist and buck and turn to try to get closer to the scene. But every movement only forced his bonds to draw closer.

      Which is worse, being strangled to death or burned alive? Everyone had always said that Lieutenant Anders Corsigon had a very dark sense of humor, and Anders guessed that perhaps they had been right all along.

      “Very interesting indeed!” the herald repeated, pausing before his mischievous nose-tap and lightly hopping back as if it were a child’s game. The words that he said next, however, were not childish at all.

      “I will have to make sure that the Eternal Empress hears all about you, J-14. Absolutely everything,” the herald said as Jake started to thrash his head around.

      “Who are you! Where are you! SHOW YOURSELF!” the final demand was laden with Jake’s erratic, overflowing power. Anders saw the air shimmer as a current of force burst ahead of the youth, smashing into the already demolished room and the tangle of Mondrauk bodies clambering and beating each other to get out of the door, and at least crawl to freedom.

      But the wave of psychic energy just washed around the herald as if he really wasn’t there.

      No, not washed around, Anders thought. Washed through. He saw the lines and the edges of the herald’s body blur and shake before flickering into solidity once again.

      No, how can that be? Anders thought, before all was revealed.

      The herald turned to survey the room and the fighting, limb-breaking, fleeing Mondrauk chieftains with obvious pride, and then he started to waver and fade, the gold flecks of his skin remaining bright long after the matter colors disappeared until in the end, there was only a shimmering cloud of gold specks that finally vanished altogether.

      “The herald was some kind of stars-damned hologram!” Anders shouted. But how was that even possible? How could the Mondrauk security systems not have detected it? How come Moriarty didn’t detect it!?

      “Where are you! Who are you!?” Jake was shouting as more of the ceiling started to fall around him in jagged, stiffened sheets. None of them touched the floating psychic however, seemingly batted away by an invisible force.

      “Human!” It was the voice of Jhan Poul, who had struggled to the edge of the dais with great difficulty as his new subjects all around him were panicking and dying. Anders saw that the jhan was fiddling with some device in his black-taloned hands, and then the constricting bands of field energy suddenly vanished.

      The human gasped in relief, although that made him instantly aware of all of the myriad of pain now competing for his attention across his body.

      “I was never going to deal with your damned empress,” Poul growled before coughing a thick, dark drool of alien blood from his lips. The alien had been skewered by one of the finer metal ribs of the structure, and as the ex-officer rose on shaking hands, he could see where the shining metal had entered the warlords’ body, just above his abdomen.

      It was the sort of wound that could easily kill a human, Anders thought.

      “I know,” Anders said seriously but hastily, as he was aware that Jake himself might be about to go thermonuclear at any moment. Around him, struggling out of the still-shaking wreckage, came the forms of his company, Dalia being the first to rise with her Ilythian grace, then Patch, all of them rubbing their limbs where they had been held.

      “Your ship. If it is intact, it’s behind the voudj,” Poul said groaned, nodding in one direction. “And this—” he coughed, before tapping one talon to the buttons on the greave at his wrist.

      “Data-package received,” Moriarty informed him. “It appears to be star maps, stellar coordinates, and some kind of archival documents.”

      “Everything we have on the Well,” Poul stated weakly. “I don’t know if it will take you there, but you have to go…”

      “We have medical bays on the ship,” Anders breathed, feeling oddly empathetic toward the warlord he had so recently thought had been about to kill him.

      “Pfagh!” Poul snorted, with a shadow of his old, belligerent self returning. “Medical bays are why humans and Ilythians are weak…” And then, with a groan, Anders and the others saw the supreme warlord of Jakka start to push himself up on his thick arms, still with the rib of steel embedded in his body.

      “Graorkh!” Jhan Poul roared, raising one fist to the rent rooftops. “To the ships, my warriors and hearth-guardians! Are we to lie here like mtheki-dogs!?”

      It was unclear whether anyone could even hear their supreme warlord over the din of shouts, sudden screams, and the shrieks of protesting metals, but Anders knew that the Jhan of the Mondrauks wasn’t beaten yet.

      “Jake? Jake…” Dalia was reaching her gloved hand up to the psychic youth where he hung in the air, his eyes glazed but his brow sweating and creased in confusion.

      “Remember your exercises, Jake. Find your center. The place where you are you,” she told him, her fingertips touching the back of the young psychic’s hand.

      Anders felt a sudden pressure ease in his head, the wash of psychic noise—which came whenever Jake was close to giving in to the terrible, monstrous forces trying to occupy his soul—reducing. Slowly, Jake started to lower toward the floor, panting and breathing heavily as Dalia’s strong arms seized him and pulled the youth toward her.

      “C’mon!” Anders said, already turning to direct his bruised and battered group to the half-covered exit that led out of the voudj and toward the Victory Plains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            The Victory Plains

          

        

      

    

    
      “Look out!” Anders shouted as one section of the arched corridor shook and suddenly rent inward with a blast of ochre smoke. The policeman grunted, fell to the floor, and rolled as the shockwave washed over them.

      But in a heartbeat, they were back on their feet, running for the distant exit mired by wreckage and bodies. It was clear that most of the Mondrauks had already fled the voudj, but Anders’s boots found the bodies of those who hadn’t been lucky enough to escape falling wall panels or each other.

      Several of them displayed blaster burns, savage scratches, or broken limbs where others of their own kind had apparently attacked them in their haste to get out. In an odd way, Anders was almost relieved to be traveling later than the tide of volatile warriors.

      But it did make their journey even more precarious, he realized with sudden clarity as the voudj shook once more, and the floor in front of them suddenly broke. He jumped.

      “Hyagh!” Anders didn’t stop but lengthened his stride and hit the broken lip of the floor plates to jump over the tortured pipework and metal guts of the basements of the voudj.

      “Ooof!” He landed with a roll, skidding to a halt against one sagging wall as he spun around.

      “Haii!” Patch was the next over, landing with both feet like one of the Golden Throne long-jumpers.

      But Dalia was still holding Jake in both arms, who looked barely conscious against her long body. The ground was shaking, and there was a thunderous crash as the floor broke upward again, disgorging steam from venting pipes.

      “Boss!” Patch called, pointing ahead to where the ceiling near the glimmer of ochre-tinged light had lowered, now forming just the smallest aperture to squeeze through.

      “Go!” Dalia said urgently, already taking several steps back.

      “No!” Patch said without a moment’s hesitation.

      “Not without you two!” Anders called, skidding to the edge of the lower floor. He held out his arms, and the Ilythian immediately saw what he intended. With a grunt of effort, she hoisted the psychic youth higher and started to struggle forward in a run.

      She took three bounding steps and leapt, flinging Jake with all the strength she possessed toward Anders as she scissor-kicked.

      “Ugh!” Jake half-tumbled and crashed into Anders’s waiting form, and they both went down in a pained jumble of limbs. “I got you. I got you…” Anders comforted the near-unconscious boy as he heard a thump of boots, a desperate scramble, and finally a gasp as Dalia teetered, having caught the edge of the pit, the fall below her filled with sparking wires and sharp edges of broken pipes.

      But Patch was already there, grabbing ahold of the agent’s wrist and pulling her away from the edge.

      There was no time to take a breath or recompose themselves, however, as a sudden sheet of flame swept up from the broken floor behind them. Some sparks must have found a broken gas line.

      “We can do this,” Anders said, his old Marine training kicking in as he got to his feet, one hand under Jake’s arm and around his shoulder. It was slow going, but the group hopped and stumbled forward—only to see that that the jagged aperture of twisted and sharpened metal had grown smaller. It would be a careful squeeze for even Dalia, who was perhaps the slimmest of the entire group.

      “Okay. We just do it.” Anders was trying to sound encouraging, but perhaps was only really helping himself, as he nodded for Dalia to be the first through. “I’ll help Jake go after you—” he was saying, just as a wave of something like teeth-chattering nausea burst inside of him. Anders could feel all of the hairs on the back of his neck and his arms rise, and he knew at once what was happening.

      Jake was losing control.

      “Dalia!” Anders managed to breathe, seeking the help of the Ilythian, because they as a race all had some trace of PK abilities, and so all of them had been trained in the meditation and focusing techniques necessary to control it.

      But Dalia didn’t even have a chance to turn her head before Jake’s head raised, and, despite the fact that he still wore the Ilythian PK-suppressor, his eyes were now just the pure, glittering black orbs that occurred with his transmission of the Archon.

      Oh no. Dread pooled inside Anders, but he fought the animal instinct to let Jake go and flee. Instead, he only held onto the youth even tighter, as if he might be able to remind him of his body and of who he was—just another human, not an ancient, physics-defying god.

      But Jake, surprisingly, did not unleash bursts of pure, destructive power over everything around them. Instead, the youth merely raised one arm with his palm facing outward—

      —toward the sharpened edges and small aperture of ochre light.

      Anders felt Jake’s shoulders bunch as he tensed, and then Anders could feel the wave of telekinetic power the youth summoned. It punched through Jake’s form and washed ahead of them all.

      The invisible ripple of energy rolled forward, striking the tangle of bent and folded doors, walls, and detritus. Anders saw the metal peel outward as if there had been a slow-motion explosion before his very eyes, but without flames or sparks or plasma, and just the noise of the various distressed metals grating against each other.

      “There. Open,” Jake said with clear effort, before slumping once again against Anders’s shoulders, and this time appearing to be completely unconscious. The feeling of nausea and unnaturalness faded from Anders’s body and mind as he marveled at Jake’s abilities, and no less, the ability that he had to resist the Black Sun.

      But he couldn’t help but wonder: For how long?
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      “There she is!” Patch shouted as the staggering humans crossed the ochre and orange dirt of the Victory Plains. The Ilythian vessel was still sitting on its three extended legs where it had been impounded.

      Everywhere around them, there was the howl of wind and sand as the Mondrauks took off in their assembled jets, transports, and fighters. The fleeing party could see the tubular shapes of the smaller fighters screaming into the air, their ends glowing with purple-blue field energy, at the same time ringed with the red and white flares of jet-propulsion systems.

      Mondrauk transport craft and guard vessels—looking like three-dimensional, hulking trapeziums with galleries of portholes and the exposed snubs of heavy meson blasters—were turning slowly and attempting to rise higher and higher into the sky.

      A sky that was not only crisscrossed with Mondrauk vessels rising to war, but also the dissipating plumes of black smoke.

      What are they? Anders thought for a second time, bewildered by the smoke lines. He turned his head as Patch took the Jake’s other shoulder and arm to help.

      Oh frack. Anders gulped, staggering as he saw the source of the black-smoke contrails, and the scale of the danger that faced them.

      The voudj sat at the entrance to the vast yellow-brown plains, traditionally a site of many battles involving entire clans and tribes. The Victory Plains were ringed by cliffs that stood hundreds of meters tall in the distance, forming the horizon.

      And those cliffs had a thick line of blackened smoke and fire at their tops, growing larger and larger by the second. Moriarty had been right, Anders thought in a sort of horrified awe. His feet slowed, then stopped. Flamey, fire stuff.

      Anders saw sheets and spurts of flame bursting along the base of the boiling black smokes, and then the smaller specks of particles thrown outward from smoke-wall.

      Only those specks flew high and wide of their birth, spilling plumes of black smoke before they came crashing down onto the as-yet undestroyed Victory Plains. Each speck was really a boulder or shard of mantle-rock, glowing red-hot at their hearts and hitting the surface of the world like bombs.

      “But…” Anders blinked and shook his head. “How could the Golden Throne do this?” His feet started to stumble forward despite him. The man’s body wanted to live, even if the man’s mind was too stunned to even think about it.

      “Well, the Eternal Empress isn’t known for her nicey-nicey attitude,” Patch gasped, his eyes wide.

      “No,” Anders said, shaking his head and moving his feet faster. Much faster. “I meant how!?” he repeated. “There are no weapons in the Throne Marines arsenal that could do this, as far as I remember.”

      The ground underfoot shook and rippled as the distant effects of whatever explosion it had been sent shockwaves through the mantle of the continent. Anders heard Patch gasp as nearby, a Mondrauk ship that had just managed to power up its lights was suddenly sent crashing to one side, sending up its own sparks and plumes of smoke.

      But their Ilythian vessel appeared able to withstand even the worst of the quakes and shakes, as her impossibly thin legs wobbled and absorbed the damage, although almost one entire half of her was now covered in a fine layer of plains dust.

      The Ilythian scout had been given to them by the Supreme Council of Ilythia, and, like all Ilythian vehicles, it looked faintly organic. She was shaped like an arrowhead, and her hull appeared to be made of blue-green overlapping scales rather than metals. Her weapons ports and sensor hubs looked like rounded bone-growths, not concentrations of highly-specialized technologies.

      The ship somehow sensed the nearness of its designated operator, and Dalia didn’t even slow her long-legged strides. Anders watched as one of the hull-scales slid down, revealing an organically-fluted archway and a set of bone-colored steps spiraling to the dirt of the plains with the softest thump.

      In seconds, Dalia and the others were inside the cool interiors, lit with soft lighting and revealing smooth, flowing shapes of control chairs and consoles, and one larger central room where stands held suits of Ilythian scale armor, equipment, and weapons.

      “Prepare field generators!” Dalia said, sliding into the cup-chair at the nose of the cockpit as holo-control handles swept up underneath her arms, and lines of green Ilythian script started to flow around her in bands. The chair’s harness sprang to life of its own accord, and by the time Anders had settled Jake into the slide-out medical bed from one of the main hull walls, the ship was already rising.

      “Keep an eye on him!” Anders told Patch as he joined Dalia in the cockpit, jumping into the corresponding weapons chair that was set just a little further back from the pilot.

      More glittering bands of Ilythian holo-script started to flow around Anders, as well as his own two holo-graphic control-arms, which still felt firm when he settled both arms against them.

      “Moriarty?” Anders whispered.

      “Interfacing with vessel, sir. Contacting Ilythian server…” Moriarty informed him, and in a moment, the green swirling rune-script started to transform and reshape themselves into Throne English as Moriarty ran his translation software.

      Forward Meson Cannons.

      Siderail Guns.

      Light Blasters.

      The list went on, but none of them looked very useful to Anders right now, especially when Dalia gasped in Ilythian. With one thrown gesture of her hands, she opened a viewing field in the air ahead of them.

      It was a scene of the Victory Plains, and the cliffs ahead of them—or where the cliffs that ringed the plains should have been.

      Instead, the line of boiling black clouds was falling down their heights like gobbets of ink, bursting into super-heated steam at the base moments before the Ilythian and the human saw the cliffs explode.

      “Frack!” Anders swore. The explosion was so vast that it was pushing through the mantle of Jakka, and when it reached the distant cliffs, it tore them apart like a child running through a wall of snow.

      Rocks and broken fragments of cliff faces, each of which had to be hundreds of tons, were flung into the sky, tumbling and breaking apart as they did so, and shedding molten, boiling slag.

      It looked like the end of a world. The final, apocalyptic days of a planet.

      “Pull up!” Anders frantically hissed as cliff-boulders that were many times larger even than the voudj slammed into the Victory Plains, sending up more waves of dirt and small mushroom clouds. The Ilythian craft shook as the nearest of the shockwaves hit them, casting them to one side.

      “Stabilizers!” Dalia commanded as the scout veered towards the slowly rising brick of a Mondrauk transporter. The ship righted itself just in time from its tumbling roll, for Dalia to push her holo-controls forward and for the nimble vessel to scream around the stubby nose of the transporter with meters between their hulls.

      But now the scout was flying the wrong way across the plains—toward the mushroom-clouds and the barrage of rocks raining down all around them.

      “Outer shields at sixty percent!” Dalia said. Suddenly, there were flares and ripples of blue directly in front of them, and they were struck by rocks.

      “Impact. Forward shields down twenty-five percent,” the human-translated Ilythian server announced without emotion.

      The scout bucked and shook under the assault. Dalia brought one of the control arms back toward her while pushing forward on the other. The ship jumped and arced upward, rising past columns of black smoke and the passing missiles of a broken planet.

      Suddenly, they were in a desperate fight for their very survival as Dalia fought to win the brief clear spaces of the sky. Anders was thrown and shaken in his seat as the Ilythian agent went totally quiet, her hands on the two control-arms moving first one way and then another, making minute movements that the scout eagerly responded to.

      “Incoming!” the main server announced, a heartbeat before a gigantic piece of cliff—with scrubby trees still clinging to a ravine in its walls—hurtled toward them.

      Dalia let out a garble of clicking syllables that Moriarty couldn’t translate, but Anders presumed it was something very vulgar indeed.

      Dalia’s hands moved, and Anders felt the pull of the G-force, even inside the scout despite its internal atmospheres and both the fields of the outer and the inner shields.

      All at once, the ship was racing up the side of the tumbling cliff, with a near-constant blue glow all around it as a myriad of rocks were pulverized against its outer shields.

      But the flying cliff was starting to roll toward them, over them.

      Dalia growled as she pulled back on the holo-controls, and Anders was slammed into the back of his seat, unable to move as the cliff loomed larger and larger ahead of them—

      And then they were peeling away, and the cliff fell back as they curved out from under its deadly embrace. The scout pierced the black clouds, and the scanners chattered and bleeped, creating flashing green vector icons of other pieces of terrible, crushing rock that their eyes couldn’t see in the murk.

      Dalia swiveled and turned in the blanket of smoke, one flashing green vector growing larger and larger and almost filling one-third of the screen before it too started to fall away beneath them.

      And just as suddenly as the scout had entered the burning smokes and ash clouds, they were free, piercing the top and continuing up toward the glaring white of the near-atmosphere.

      “Divert available power to field generators!” Dalia shouted as a small, revolving blue holo of their vessel appeared to one side of the cockpit. It was picked out just in a simple technical-line drawing, but it revolved slowly, displaying glowing patches of green where attention was required. Next to it was a small circular chart showing the different levels of energy uses, and, as Anders watched, the colored sections that alluded to life-support or other general systems grew fractionally smaller, and the segment devoted to thruster and field generator engines grew proportionately larger.

      A vibration started up through the vessel as the scout fought the forces of Jakka’s gravity. She hadn’t had a proper launch for achieving escape velocity, and now the scout was suffering for it.

      But Anders saw the white suddenly flare to green, mauve, and crimson as their ascent set fire to the noble gases they tore through over the Mondrauk home world.

      Suddenly, the shuddering stopped, and the flames flickered out, revealing the gleaming ink of space and stars. They had made it. They had escaped Jakka.

      But Jakka hadn’t escaped the wrath of the Eternal Empress, Anders saw when he looked at the holo-fields. “Expand view,” he heard Dalia say quietly, and they both looked at what horrors the Golden Throne had become capable of.

      The image stretched from the sides of the cockpit in a band that moved across their vision, all the way to the other side. By using her gloved hands, Dalia could scroll up and down through the image, revealing more of the Mondrauk home system that the scanners could see.

      There, off to one side, were the two industrialized moons of the Mondrauks. They had appeared to entirely escape the empress’s attention, and Anders spent a moment looking at their geometric snowflake-like designs of glittering factory lights and districts.

      Anders wondered how many Mondrauks lived and worked on those two moons. Tens of thousands? Hundreds of thousands? More?

      The human hoped that it was enough to repopulate the Mondrauk species, because from the looks of it, their home world wouldn’t be habitable for a long, long time.

      The giant orb of Jakka was predominantly a gray, yellow, and bluish planet.

      At least, it was, Anders thought. There were large areas of scrub, desert, and hot, arid savannahs on Jakka, and above them, the top of the world appeared to be given over almost exclusively to a mantle of mountains, many thousands of leagues wide, and locked up with snow.

      The vital seas of Jakka were small compared to the water-ratio of many other planets, as a lot of the water that the Mondrauks used, at least, appeared to belong to dams and irrigation works from the melt-off of those northern mountains.

      Now, however, that entire system had changed.

      It looked as though the world of Jakka was sick. A tide of black, ruinous smoke was expanding across its surface, racing across the central savannahs, plains, and scrubland biomes as its top hit the highlands and foothills of those world-crowning mountains, and it suddenly slowed to a near stop.

      But what was truly terrible was what lay behind that line of smoke and fire: the blackened and torn regions it had passed over.

      “It’s dead. Everything…dead!” Dalia said in a small whisper, with an extra special horror added to her voice from the fact that biological and ecological life was revered to the Ilythian people.

      She was right, Anders saw. The fires had left behind acres and kingdoms of black. When Dalia was brave enough to zoom in on this growing region of the dead, a collective moan of nausea passed between the two humans and the Ilythian.

      It wasn’t just that what little foliage the planet had was burned. Anders, Dalia, and Patch could see that the land itself was torn and jumbled, and Anders thought about the way that the shockwave had thrown apart the cliffs that edged the Victory Plains.

      Where there had been canyons or hills and gullies, there were now freshly broken ravines filled with glowing red lines of magma. In the central places, presumably where the explosion or attack had started, the magma had apparently cooled back to its solid black, and there could be seen drifts of off-colored gray and dirty, bone-cream.

      “Ash,” Anders thought with a shudder as the hairs on the back of his neck rose. He had once seen something like that, hadn’t he?

      The circle of the explosion continued outward, and the helpless viewers watched as the outer spurs of the northern mountains were shaken, broken, and cast down. Natural fault lines and plate tectonics in the makeup of the world of Jakka were exploited by this terrible, spreading eruption. New volcano-rings were created in minutes, sending tides of boiling magma out ahead of the racing smoke as an even worse emissary of the end times.

      Ash, the ex-officer and ex-Marine recalled. A world that was made of ash. Anders remembered a time when he had stood on such a world, or a part of him had, anyway.

      It had been a part of his strange cycle of visions or nightmares when he had accidentally received the full transmission of the Archon. Instantly, the psychic waves had washed through him and sent him into a delirium, during which he saw Cassie and Sibbi again, his long-dead wife and daughter. But their shades had been horribly twisted and made cruel by the influence of the Archon, and then he had been transported to a world of ash...

      Over which had hung the Black Sun.

      The Archon of this galaxy had been moon-sized, a perfect black sphere of interminable origin, and it had radiated nothing but hate.

      “I know what did this,” Anders whispered.

      “So do I,” another voice agreed. It was Jake, standing at the narrow entrance to their cockpit, leaning against the organic, bone-like doorway and looking pale.

      No, he looks haunted, Anders corrected, immediately moving to stand up.

      But the gaunt Jake just raised one pale hand to wave him off, although he was still clearly using the other to lean heavily against the doorway.

      “That’s the power of the Black Sun. The Archon,” the youth said, his voice high and weak, but no less certain. “The Eternal Empress has found a way to harness its power at last.”

      Previously, only Anders and Jake had seen what horror the Archon’s attention would bring to their forgotten part of the galaxy. But now, with almost half of the planet of Jakka a blackened and burnt ruin—and with the destiny of the entire Mondrauk people irrevocably changed—all four mortals in the cockpit knew just what was at stake from now on.

      Nothing less than the survival of free, intelligent life.
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            The Displeasure of a Golden God

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1, Imperial 1

      

      With a flicker of golden sparks—like the unlikely confetti of a wedding thrown by photons and neutrinos—the herald reformed and stepped out of quantum uncertainty into material solidity.

      And into displeasure, the herald noted as soon as one lithe, gold-skinned foot inside his gold sandals touched the plates of metal, colored like yellow sandstone.

      Everything in the presence of the Eternal Empress stood in shades of yellow, gold, orange, or red. It gave those few mortals lucky and favored enough to visit her the impression of a sun-filled, opulent realm of light and abundance.

      For those who had to live here though, it was another matter.

      If I have to look at anything gold or gold-colored ever again, I swear I am sticking my head down the next evacuation chute! the herald grumbled to himself. Not that a person even as securely-placed as the herald had much of a say in the matter, of course.

      The room that was at the same time the herald’s abode as well as inner sanctum of the entire empire was actually a large space that gave the impression of intimacy by the many nooks, snugs, low-tables, statuary (gold) and assorted plant life (yellow-bloomed) that created small alcoves and corners everywhere.

      The herald stepped silently around a copper table and hovered near the gold pedestal upon which sat a crystal sphere of yellow citrine that was actually a scale model of the base in which this room was placed—Imperial 1.

      Hopefully, she’s asleep, the herald thought, already half-turning back to the area where the blue floor pads of the field generator sat, through which he had coalesced. Eternal Empress Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian the First spent a lot of her time asleep these decades, the herald thought. It might have been worrying for any other Supreme Ruler-in-Chief, but for a being as powerful as the Eternal Empress, she had ways of not letting unconsciousness slow her down.

      “Herald.” Just to prove this very point, the icy voice of humanity’s sole ruler broke into the room, even though the herald couldn’t see her.

      Oh, nuts. The herald dared a slight scowl on his permanently youthful face, before plastering a joyous smile over it instead.

      “Step forward, Herald, and report. We have been waiting,” the voice of the empress commanded him. It radiated a dispassionate authority that came from centuries of sole rule. The Eternal Empress did not have to worry whether or not she would ever be obeyed. She was the empress, so she was.

      “At once, Your Majesty.” The herald bowed as a matter of course before stepping lightly forward around the pedestal, past a small avenue of similarly opulent pillars, to approach the rear of the room, where two drapes of a fine gauzy material afforded her some privacy. These drapes were, of course, made of a glittering cloth of gold.

      The herald hesitated for just a moment outside of the holiest of holies, a ripple of something not precisely fear, but certainly a type of trepidation running through the small man. After the hundred or so years he had been alive, he was somehow still unused to such things as emotions.

      “Herald.” The voice of the ruler of humanity was more insistent, and this time would not brook hesitation. The herald’s gold-skinned hand pushed aside one of the wall hangings, and he stepped forward—

      —to be assaulted by the scene that would have been sickening, were it not for the fact that the Herald was so used to it.

      There was a bed, of sorts. Wide and high, with four posts standing high over the prone form of a wizened woman, who had become curiously child-like again in her anciency. More layers of the soft, gauzy material covered the shape of her body, allowing only the suggestion of her shape to remain.

      Thankfully, the herald added in his mind.

      The herald was always grateful for this covering, because seeing her face and stick-like arms above the coverlet was bad enough. Her arms were unlike her chosen emissary. They were of a normal human color, albeit with all her natural pigment washed out through age and infirmity. The herald could clearly see the sagging skin of her wrinkles pooling underneath the bones and tendons, with just the barest suggestion of any muscle left.

      Wires and tubes snaked across the coverlet to plunge into her wrists and between her fingers, and the herald knew that if he stayed here long enough, he would eventually see the tiny movements and pulses as they delivered the nutrient-mix that kept her alive.

      But even that macabre sight was nowhere near as bad as the image of the woman’s head and her wiry, lank gray hair that splayed out across the pillow around her. Once, her hair might have been curly and perhaps blonde, but it had gone the way of her skin. Not even the chemicals and Gene Seer proteins and amino mixes that were constantly cycling through the empress could restore her youth.

      Her head was really a skull on the clear cords of her neck and sunken gullet. She was dead, any normal person might have assumed, until they saw a flicker in the architecture of her throat with what passed for a breath.

      Where her skin everywhere else on her body had become loose, it had gone the other way around her face, growing tighter and tighter until the herald really was looking at a skull, with the thinnest cellophane of bleached skin wrapping. Her lips had cracked and withdrawn to show her receding gums and still perfectly white teeth, slightly parted.

      The herald wondered if this body still even had a tongue or whether that too had withered away to nothing.

      The Eternal Empress looked mummified, and automated as well. The most distressing sight for any would-be observer was the sight of more of the tubes and wires forming inter-woven cables, which reached across to enter the woman’s shrunken nose, as well as plunge into her eye cavities, completely obscuring whether there were any eyeballs at all.

      But the herald’s earlier trepidation was gone, and a being such as he felt no disgust or horror at the sight.

      As it was, this grotesque vision of the woman at the heart of the Golden Throne lasted all of a second before a shimmer of blue field light swept over the herald’s eyes, and he was instantly transported to a zone of complete darkness, save for the holo-projection of the empress.

      This sudden virtual transportation had been enough in the past to send weaker-willed minds into a state of panic and awe at the empress’s apparent magical abilities. However, the herald half-lived in this digital place all the time and was completely unfazed by it. In reality, the herald knew it was in fact a very simple procedure. All of the empress’s inner sanctum was blanket-covered by field generators, and the building-sized security servers that powered them allowed her to hack and take over any nearby node, therefore generating a comprehensive digital world for her guests.

      Inside of which, the herald thought a tad caustically, she chose to do this with herself.

      The herald looked exactly the same as he did outside of this black, blank space. However, the Eternal Empress clearly did not.

      The monarch’s most trusted messenger was looking at a giantess—a vision of a far younger, far larger empress. Her face alone must have been the size of a small scout vessel, and the rest of her stretched out of sight below the herald’s gaze.

      It was like looking at a mountain.

      This digital version of the Eternal Empress was fashioned out of living gold and seated on a brass-colored throne, which was the size of a small mountain. Her hair curled in waves around a face that was smooth and perfect, and on her head was a simple coronet, with many small spikes that the herald thought looked like shark’s teeth.

      But this woman was no statue, despite her appearances. Her eyes were open, and she leaned forward attentively to loom, god-like, over the tiny form of the herald.

      “I’m waiting, Herald. What was it like? Did you see it? Were you there!?” the exact same, furiously cold voice intoned.

      “They bleeding well shot me,” the herald muttered under his breath, before performing the low, courtly bow that he always did here. In any other visitor, Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian might have taken the muttering as a mark of disrespect and used the same field technology that created this imaginal space to burn out every synapse and nerve-ending of the offender.

      Luckily for the herald, these two had known each other for a long, long time. Such relationships—even servile ones—allowed a small amount of flexibility.

      “Occupational hazard,” the empress said a little irritably, and with her irritation came a fizz of electronic pain sweeping through him. He hissed uncomfortably but was suitably chagrined, nonetheless.

      “The test. Describe it to me,” the empress pressed.

      The herald took a breath, wondering at the strange foibles of the woman who must surely have witnessed the destruction of Jakka from her deep-surveillance satellites.

      But she is the Eternal Empress, and I, her humble servant. The herald inwardly grimaced.

      “As you ordered, I used the new black-light camouflage technology to deliver the test subjects to the surface of the Mondrauk world, an uninhabited region called Gordakki Heights, I believe—” the herald was saying.

      “I don’t care what it was called. It has no name now, or people to speak it, does it!?” the empress berated him, sending another shiver of electric pain sweeping through the herald in her impatience.

      “Of course, Your Imperial Majesty. The test subjects were delivered, all seven of the best-performing clones, where they were instructed to start channeling at my arranged order—”

      “No, no, no, Herald!” Another wave of punishment. “I know the statistics. I know the field reports. I know precisely the destructive load, the seismic pressures, the reaction times and atmospheric effects. I want to know how it felt!”

      “Ah. I see…” The herald was puzzled, if a being like him could be puzzled. “As you know, I, uh—” he said awkwardly. This was a tricky question for him. And the Eternal Empress should know that as well, shouldn’t she?

      “Pfft.” Another wave of pain swept through the digital-self that the herald enjoyed. “I had rather hoped that you had achieved self-actualization by now, Herald. What a pity to discover that you have not!”

      This time when the pain arrived, it burst over the herald like his own personal lightning-storm.

      “Ach!” The small gold-skinned man fell to his hands and knees, every limb shaking and cramping. That appeared to be the result that the Eternal Empress had wanted, as she gave a small purr of pleasure. The pain eased to a residual murmur through the herald’s field-generated self.

      “I know what your limitations are, Herald. It appears that I have failed in your programming. You know what has to happen next.”

      “No, Empress! Please, wait!” The shaking form of the small golden man even reached out to the giantess before him, begging for his existence.

      “Imperial 1 Server?” The empress had no mercy or pity for the being before her. “Back up Herald 32’s database and delete the active application.”

      “No, Eternal Empress, I can do better!” the herald wailed, before his voice was instantly cut off as his golden form started to fade and scatter back into confetti, just as surely as it had done when it had arrived.

      In the time it took a normal heart to beat just once, the herald application was deleted, and the god-like empress sat in her zone of silence with a small smile playing on her face.

      It would be hard for any to judge just what emotions the Eternal Empress had anymore, or what strange new emotions she had after five centuries of existence. But any who could have been watching her would probably have considered her to be pleased.

      “Imperial 1 Server? Use the enhanced neural model for Herald 33, apply, and execute,” the empress said. There was a small flicker in the darkness as vast amounts of quantum processing power were activated, and a glowing cloud of golden confetti shapes started to reform before the giantess.

      The cloud drew together, creating a shape, and finally the body of a small, gold-skinned man who looked precisely the same as all thirty-two heralds who had existed before him.

      “Your Eternal Majesty, a pleasure to serve you,” Herald 33 said, bowing deeply before his old/new master and wondering if he would be the one asked to try to remember emotions that a being such as he had a very hard time modeling.

      Luckily for the latest herald however, the need for the Eternal Empress to live the vicissitudes of her actions through another had diminished considerably. Or perhaps this ancient being knew that it would take Herald 33 some time to fully grow into his fuller cognitive abilities.

      “Herald 33, as my chosen representative, I have need to send you to Stormholt Forward Base. You will receive full instructions by the time you are needed,” she stated. Of course, the woman had no need to inform this digital servant—made of the latest in field technologies to be able to have physical solidity when needed and maintain an active link to the Imperial 1 servers—but the Eternal Empress was old-fashioned in that regard.

      She liked giving orders.

      “As you wish, Your Majesty.” Herald 33 bowed once more and was dismissed by the ruler of most of inhabited space. He disappeared like a light turning out, and the empress could see the sudden, reforming gold form of her latest envoy walking delicately away from her sanctum, back to the field generators.

      The Eternal Empress turned her attention back to the constant tactical breakdowns and charts that she had been reading. They leapt into existence, hovering in the air where the latest version of the herald had stood.

      It was annoying having to remodel the simulated intelligence known as the herald every few decades, a still-human part of Helena recognized. She had been trying for years to create a self-sustaining, self-learning artificial intelligence like the ones she remembered from her youth.

      “Hsss!” But now it was the empress’s turn to flinch a little, when she remembered that distant, chaotic time when humanity had faced an automated, cyborg threat ruled by field technology and machine intelligence.

      Humanity—before it had even been called the Golden Throne—had been very nearly wiped out. Mars, Proxima, Earth, and many countless other planets had been nuked during that fierce war…

      But homo sapiens had won. Biology had won, the Eternal Empress thought. It was a wonder why she even allowed any form of cybernetic, robot, or simulated life to function at all in her galaxy.

      Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian—who had once had a very different name, ‘Ochrie’—had seen the devastating power of a cyborg threat. They didn’t stop, they didn’t slow down, they didn’t tire. And the race that had built them were presumably still out there.

      So, the woman had secretly started developing her own machine intelligence programs, and the herald application was her crowning achievement.

      ALERT! One of the strategy maps before the giantess pinged a dull warning, indicating that another of her forward outposts had been lost. The empress frowned deeper. The map showed the wide avenue of non-aligned space that ran between her Golden Throne and most of the other civilizations. It was a crappy bit of space, filled with chaotic and dangerous nebula—terrible to jump through, but perfect as a barrier.

      But now, almost half of her forward scout bases that spied on the non-aligned tract of stars had been destroyed by the Mondrauks. She was blind, and Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian did not like feeling weak.

      “Estimated group force at Stormholt,” the empress sighed, and the digital map suddenly swept to the secure Throne Marine world that was the furthest forward of all of her bases, before the surveillance outposts themselves.

      “Forward Brigade Groups 2 and 5 present. Marine Divisions Alpha, Delta, and Gamma present. General Service Brigade Groups 7 and 8 in transit. Current estimate: forty-eight thousand, three hundred, and seventy-four Throne Marines already present, and a full-force estimate of fifty-two thousand, eight hundred, and twelve,” the machine-tones of the Imperial 1 server announced.

      Fifty-two thousand. The empress frowned. It wouldn’t be enough. Not enough for full-spectrum domination of the Ilythians as well as quelling the Mondrauk survivors and pacifying the Proximus Republics, the Void Worlders, and the race of the crustacean Secari.

      But the Eternal Empress did have a vital weapon that no other had. She raised her chin to ask the Imperial 1 Server a final question before she got on with the business of dominating the galaxy.

      “The latest PK-clone group? When will they be battle-field ready?” she asked.

      “Test Group 4 is ready and waiting, comprised of one hundred PK clones,” the automated voice said unemotionally.

      That news, at least, made the tyrant of space smile more broadly this time. With just seven clones, they had channeled the power of the Archon to destroy an entire world. Admittedly, the clones had died in the process, as the terrible forces ripped through their bodies and minds…

      But the Eternal Empress had a hundred of them now.
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        The Cycle of Jurash and the First Winter

      

      

      Sector 5, Non-Aligned Space

      

      “What are the coordinates?” Dalia asked, the first one to speak after the Ilythian scout craft had rippled into existence in the bridge of non-aligned space at the far side of the Mondrauk sector.

      The extinct Mondrauk sector, Anders wanted to say, but he stopped himself. No, they aren’t dead, not yet, he told himself. It was a difficult thing for the policeman to consider. He, who had already known so much death in his life already.

      He had never stopped to consider whether he had liked the warlike Mondrauks before. Generally, in his old line of work, every time they had appeared, it had been a cause of heightened tensions as he had to organize extra full-tactical MPB crews to follow them everywhere around New Gate City back on Hectamon 7.

      I thought of them as trouble, he considered, his emotions taut, and they were. But there was a far larger part of him that felt injustice at what had happened to their home world. It was a policeman’s sense of injustice—of a terrible wrong that he could have prevented somehow, anyhow.

      But right now, all that Lieutenant Anders and the others could do was to assess the damage and attempt to recover.

      We have to get to this world called The Well. He gritted his teeth in concentration as the blue-green glyphs danced and flickered in the air around them.

      “These aren’t coordinates…” Patch said, now ensconced in the engineering chair behind the cockpit.

      That should have been my job, Anders berated himself for not checking the packet of information that Jhan Poul—presumably now the dead Jhan Poul—had given him when Dalia had asked.

      Anders still felt distracted. Annoyed. Frustrated. But enough of this self-loathing. He shook his head. You do what you can with what is in front of you, he told himself, turning in the chair to face Patch.

      “Throw it on the main viewer. What’s wrong with it?” he asked.

      “Well… You’ll see…” Patch said, picking up the small holo-icon of a blue folder, squeezing it between thumb and forefinger as he threw it ahead of them. Somewhere behind them lay Jake, Anders spared a look into the main hull. The youth had decided to rest, which Anders thought was an astoundingly good idea, given what he was capable of.

      “What!?” he heard Dalia say. Anders turned back to look at what Poul had given them.

      It looked like a collection of scriptures on vellum or hide—Anders really didn’t want to know what creature’s skin had been used for it—in spider-like runes and scrapes.

      “Moriarty?” Anders whispered.

      “Already translating, sir. It’s in the Mondrauk Ur dialect, a very ancient language, notable for its use of Mondrauk phonetics and onomatopoeia instead of a discrete linguistic alphabet—”

      “Not interested, Moriarty. Just the translation, please,” Anders sighed. A part of him still wondered if Moriarty’s quantum circuits had been damaged with everything that had been happening.

      “As you wish, sir.

      “The Cycle of Jurash—Being the Account of the First Winter and the Well of Souls,” Moriarty began, earning an inward groan from Anders.

      “Oh, dear stars, do we really need a lesson in Mondrauk history to be able to understand this stuff?” Anders muttered.

      “I’ll do my best to summarize and paraphrase for you, sir,” Moriarty said, with a hint of what Anders was sure would be condescension if any human had said the same. And with that, the simulated intelligence began.

      “The Cycle of Jurash is just one of a collection of story-cycles that recount the history, legends, and cosmology of the Mondrauk people.

      “In this one, Jurash describes one of the fundamental epochs that formulated Mondrauk society and outlook: a time they call the First Winter. From the Throne Galactic Survey Encyclopedia, sir…”

      On the screen appeared an article, and the trio quickly read through it.

      
        
        Imperial GS Encyclopedia,

        >>Extra-Solar Civilizations>Mondrauks

        >>>Culture and History>First Winter

      

        

      
        The First Winter denotes a period estimated between fifteen thousand and twenty-five thousand years ago—in standard Golden Throne Sol units—when the Mondrauks were a tribal people, isolated to Jakka, pre-spaceflight.

      

        

      
        A series of meteor impacts upon the planet created vast climatic and geological changes, shrinking the Mondrauk population and endangering the species as a whole.

      

        

      
        Many of the tales concerning the First Winter involve themselves with the creation of traditional Mondrauk customs, the first blood-feud ‘ohtmas,’ the principles of tribal structure, etc.

      

      

      “Moriarty, I can’t see how any of this is going to help us understand where this Well of Souls planet is,” Anders growled. He really was going to have to get Patch to take a look at the simulated intelligence’s programming.

      “Please, bear with me, sir,” Moriarty stated smoothly. “There is one very interesting thing about the First Winter—a period of time before the Mondrauks had spaceflight, remember—which would be the Cycle of Jurash, a Mondrauk visionary who claimed to have been taken up into the heavens and shown many strange sights and terrifying visions. One of those visions was of the place they call the Well of Souls,” Moriarty stated.

      Anders’s ears pricked up.

      “Yeah, but seriously…” Patch coughed from behind them. “Are we really going to believe the crazed words of a mystic? He could have just been out of his mind on some funny mushroom or whatever they had back then—”

      “But what if that mystic was like me?” the small, quiet voice of Jake stated. No one had known that he had woken up, or had entered the cockpit behind them, and Anders started in slight surprise.

      But the lad is right. Anders knew what Jake was saying. Maybe this Jurash was an early, very powerful PK?

      “Continue your analysis, Moriarty, but please, for the sake of the stars, keep it brief!” Anders said, before the cultured tones of the simulated intelligence continued.

      “It seems that Jurash experienced three sights of what we might call a giant, flaming, red dragon hanging in the night sky,” Moriarty paraphrased the mystic verse. “And here it states:

      “I was taken to the tip of the dragon’s tongue, but, before the beast could breathe its fire upon me, I was taken to the next vision: a precious stone with five golden rings wrapped around it.”

      “This is nonsense,” Patch grumbled as Moriarty continued.

      “I was made very small, so very small that I could pass between the second and the third of the golden chief-rings around the gemstone, and there I flew toward the dawn, where I came upon a stone land, but with a massive well at its heart.”

      Anders struggled to make sense of the strange poetry or vision that this Jurash had recorded. The tale went on to reveal how Jurash had visited this massive pit in the ground he called The Well, and that it had howled with souls, forever being sucked and drawn down into it.

      “It appears that Jurash believed this well to be the fate of Mondrauk cowards who had never killed or bested another,” Moriarty said, “and that these souls are sucked down to be lost there forever.”

      “What a charming guy,” Patch murmured morosely.

      “Barbaric…” Dalia the Ilythian—whose creed, Anders knew, included the celebration of all life—grimaced.

      “But, sir, the reason for Jurash’s cosmology, which later influenced much of Mondrauk society, making them the warlike fighters we know today,” Moriarty stated, “was that this Jurash found that the walls of this well were covered with inscriptions, or pictograms at least, and the mystic describes how he saw a sculpted saga of many peoples attempting to fight off a huge, sun-like orb.”

      The Archon, Anders thought, raising his eyes to look at Jake, who nodded in turn that he understood and believed.

      “These pictograms supposedly described the war between these ancient aliens and the sun-like orb, and that their tale was told forward, starting somewhere below and rising to the edge of The Well, whereby the aliens finally managed to throw off their oppressor and release themselves from fear,” Moriarty ended.

      Which was, Anders had to admit, at least a little interesting. “If that is true,” he said thoughtfully, “then the psychic ability of one Mondrauk saw the existential threat of the Black Suns, and these ancient carvings later changed the entire outlook of the Mondrauk race!”

      It was a heady thought, Anders realized. It was also deeply tragic that the danger the Mondrauks had first modeled their entire culture against was at least in some way the very same danger that had destroyed their home world.

      Maybe this Jurash really was prescient, Anders had to consider.

      Patch McGuire, however, a youngish man who believed in mysteries—at least, the solvable ones of physics and space—had a different appraisal of what they had just heard.

      “So…all we’ve got to do is find a mythical dragon, hang around its mouth for a bit, then somehow find a magic stone at dawn, and then we’ll have found this Well?” he said.

      Ah. Anders winced. Patch had a good point. What did any of these visions and sights mean!? Were they a part of some sort of riddle or code that only a Mondrauk would be able to understand!?

      “Ah…” Anders opened his mouth to ask, hopelessly, if any of the others had any clue whatsoever what Jurash could have been going on about.

      But that was the moment that the ship’s sensor array burst into warning alarms.

      “Multiple jump signatures arriving at our destination!”
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      “Divert power to outer shields! To propulsion! Weapons!” Dalia hissed as the arms of the holo-controls swept into existence under her hands.

      “You pretty much mean more power to everything, right?” Patch said.

      “Yes!” Dalia threw one of the controls down, and the ship turned in a bird-like dart, away from the clearly visible flashes and ripples of blue-white light.

      Which were now resolving on the viewscreen, taking on sharper lines and more solidity. Becoming deadly.

      “Vessels identified,” the mainframe computer reported. “Throne Marine attack ships. Weapons systems are powering. Weapons lock systems scanning—”

      “Frack.” Anders, who had trained as a Throne Marine, knew precisely what they were immediately. “Bulldog-class forward attack vehicles,” he said, before adding with a serious growl. “They’re mean.”

      “So are we,” Dalia said in an answering growl.

      The Bulldogs were well-named, Anders thought as he was thrown back against his seat by another of Dalia’s fast turns.

      Around their ragged flight speared lines of flaming plasma, each one a super-heated ball of meson energy, capable of causing damage to their hull but intended to barrage their shields until the ship was helpless against the heavier missiles and torpedoes.

      Just how I would fight, Anders thought, wondering if, in some weird coincidence, he might even know some of the Marines inside each vessel.

      Each Bulldog had a heavy, squat-looking forward ‘head,’ which was mega-plated and triple-shielded. This brick of a nose was edged by ponderous weapons modules—large, black, metal tubes whose ports glowed and fired in twin patterns.

      Anders knew what this was about. Forward attack vessels—or FAVs, as they would be called—were a key part of the full-spectrum dominance strategy—renamed, amongst the harsh battle-humor of the Marines, as Frack Stuff Dead). Bullish and aggressive, their only purpose was to get in fast and cause as much destruction as possible.

      That’s why they have such heavy shielding at their front, Anders thought, as once again he was lifted and slammed back into his chair by another tight turn.

      But they did have a weakness, Anders knew.

      “They’re crappy fighter-ships!” he said. “Far slower on the turn than this scout!” Anders himself had heard the bugbears of FAV pilots when they had occasionally faced some insanely brave or merely insane pirate captain who knew their business. The smaller, lighter craft could almost fly rings around the Bulldogs…

      Not that it ever helped them, the lieutenant thought with a little panic.

      “Slow turning. Right.” Dalia hissed. The viewscreen showed now three lines of the meson barrage converging against her position. “Hold on!” she called, her hands already moving.

      I thought I was! The thought flashed through Anders’s mind just as the Ilythian ship’s nose lifted, then turned, slicing back down in an arc that became a rippling wave, weaving back and forth, up and down.

      Anders was supposed to be manning the weapons systems as co-pilot, but he could barely keep a track of his dinner with all of Dalia’s sharp movements, let alone the dancing orange lock-vectors that his control field was trying to offer to him.

      In another flash of movement, the scout had turned back on itself and was screaming back up—toward the outermost Bulldog.

      “What are you doing?!” Anders shouted. He saw the receding glow of one set of meson cannons fading as the other set flared bright.

      This time, Dalia just kissed the controls with her hands, sending the ship dipping down, out of the way of the sudden barrage of high-energy plasma and underneath the small attack group itself.

      In an instant, the scout was shooting from underneath the group of Throne vessels.

      They are a long way from their side of non-aligned space! Anders thought for a moment, before he remembered the next piece of important information he really ought to have told Dalia earlier.

      “Rear railgun turret!” he shouted, remembering the Bulldog’s one concession to safety—that behind the blocky forward ‘cab’ or head of each FAV, the vessel body stepped down to half the size, and there on its tiny greyhound-like back was a squat tub of metal, stuffed full of the lighter, faster railguns.

      The scout vessel suddenly shook.

      
        
        “Impact warning. Rear outer shields down thirty percent,” the computer announced as the ship shook again.

        “Impact warning.

        “Rear outer shields critical—

        “Hull outer shields down fifty percent—”

      

      

      Dalia snarled in frustration as the scout was suddenly spinning wildly, out of control, end over end. The vessel was at least being thrown further away from the now-turning Bulldogs, but their turning arcs were wide, forcing them apart.

      Dalia swore, her hands moving in a complicated dance with the holo-controls, and occasionally lancing out to strike at other, floating controls that existed on a flat field by her side.

      In response, stabilizer scales were deployed, rippling and rising from the sides of the ship and allowing the hidden nub-like rocketries to fire from the inside, allowing the scout to counter the powerful forces that had thrown it off course.

      With a final flick of her hands, Dalia righted the scout, and they were racing across space once more—heading deeper into non-aligned space, where pretty much anything could happen.

      And with four, completely undamaged, brutally efficient Throne Marine attack vessels chasing them.

      “Jump engines!?” Patch was saying, his hands already sliding the glowing orange and green glyphs this way and that as he placed different energy loads on the different systems. Anders could see the impact that the Voider was already having—the ship appeared to be reacting quicker and smoother to Dalia’s commands.

      “No way,” Dalia said. “Not without the outer shields first. We use them—” she was saying, but Patch nodded and interrupted.

      “You polarize your outer and inner shields to create a safe environment for the quantum fluctuation between them, I get it.”

      I don’t, Anders thought, before the choice was taken out of their hands.

      “Impact warning. Rear outer shield compromised.” The ship juddered and half-turned as one of the Bulldog’s weapons found them.

      “Right field system down. Incapable of jump flight. All energy systems reduced by twenty-eight percent,” the computer announced.

      “Ikkit!” Dalia swore.

      We can’t jump. We have to face this alone, Anders thought. His holo-handles had weapons release buttons and triggers that, despite being field-generated, felt as solid as any gun or attack vehicle that Anders had piloted back in the corps.

      “But there is another way to jump—” Patch was negotiating with Dalia as Anders tracked the orange vectors of the four Bulldogs.

      That’s the thing about the FAVs. Takes a hell of lot to turn them…

      One of the craft was slightly ahead of the others, and that was the one that Anders decided to target, as his training told him that there was no sense concentrating attacks on the enemy least likely to cause them harm.

      Of course, the next problem that Anders had to face was the fact that the Ilythian’s railguns would be about as useful against the forward triple-shielding and mega-hull plating as if he were throwing toothpicks at it.

      But Anders fired a burst anyway, and above and beneath him, different pieces of the scout’s scales swung open for collections of long ‘tines’ to erupt outward—which were really the Ilythian organic formulations of meson railguns.

      Anders was a good shot, earning direct hit after direct hit, and seeing the blue flash of the outermost shields as the Bulldog took the damage and just kept on coming.

      But Anders didn’t stop. “Lock all guns three meters right of center and down point-five of a meter!” he said as each of his railgun vectors suddenly concentrated into a tiny orange star.

      “Anders, save my energy! We’ll use it for jump!” Dalia hissed at him, clearly annoyed at her copilot’s belief that he could have any impact at all against the bigger battleships.

      “Weapons lock detected!” the mainframe announced as there was a brief flash from the nearest Bulldog.

      “Rapid fire!” Anders commanded tersely, squeezing the triggers of his holo-controls. Before Dalia could even shout at him for his insubordination, there was a sudden bright ball of expanding white and green-tinged energy and a faster blur of a shockwave just in front of the Bulldog.

      “What!?” Dalia looked confused as the explosion cleared to reveal the catapulting Bulldog, its forward ruined, rent, and twisted into fantastical shapes as it turned end-over-end. Anders knew that such a beast could survive even that, but it would surely slow them up for a good while.

      “How did you do that!?” the Ilythian demanded. “And can you do it to the other three?”

      “Not likely—” Anders said. He was about to explain that there was another weakness that the Bulldogs had: they were piloted by Throne Marines.

      Throne Marines who had all been trained in the art of Frack Stuff Dead, or maximum possible damage dealt in the quickest and most-overwhelming way.

      That meant that most Marine pilots inside their Bulldogs wouldn’t bother to synchronize their missile silos and would fire the most effective, most powerful, heaviest payload they had, which had their traditional weapons port placed near the front of the craft, three meters to the right of the middle, and half a meter down.

      So, when the largest missile was fired, all Anders had to do was to make sure that he had enough firepower concentrating at that point to overcome the thing’s armor plating—which was far lighter than the triple-plated nose.

      “It’d take too long to explain,” Anders settled for, just as the Bulldog at the back suddenly detonated into a gigantic orange-tinged ball of force.

      “How did you do that!?” Dalia was saying, her eyebrows rising in surprise.

      Anders looked down at the holo-controls and his hands, still hovering over the firing triggers, exactly where they had been a moment ago. “I didn’t— I don’t think—”

      But then, with a ripple of fast-evaporating steam, Anders realized that the viewscreen capturing what was happening behind them was also capturing the uncloaking of a much larger vessel.

      No, two much larger vessels, Anders thought, before he had to revise that number up to three, four, five—

      It was a squadron of Mondrauk Hammer vessels, with their two forward ‘arms’ pushing out ahead of them.

      The people of Jakka were out for revenge.
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      “Full power to rear shields!” Dalia was hissing as their ship wove and spun through the stars.

      “I thought you wanted propulsion!?” Patch shouted.

      “Both!”

      Anders, meanwhile, was doing his best to try and aid the Mondrauks, even with as little as he could do with such a small vessel. Mostly, his efforts were inconsequential, but the salvos of his light meson cannons still managed to shake and shudder the Bulldogs in their flight.

      A fight that they are now losing. Anders felt his lips peel back in a savage grin, despite knowing full well that it meant that men and women of his old profession would be dying. Maybe it was the fact that he knew what was at stake now, after seeing Jakka completely burnt to a crisp. Or perhaps it was that he had found comrades here in this alien vessel that he had never had while being shouted at and forced to bend knee to an empress he had never cared for.

      Whatever the change in the ex-officer’s heart, he found that it pumped with joy when he saw the Bulldog fire scatter and disperse over the front of the Mondrauk ships, and for the Mondrauks to calmly focus their super-massive ion cannons on two of the remaining three Bulldogs. Twin lines of burning white light lanced out, with the forward ‘arms’ catching the Bulldogs for a second like olives at the ends of sticks—before both broke apart in a series of internal depressurizations and explosions.

      Booyah! Anders felt that shiver of joy. Ironically enough, what the policeman didn’t realize was that this very impulse for savage domination was the very one that had been drilled into him by the psycho-biological training the Throne Marines excelled at.

      “One left—” Anders was saying—a moment too early, it seemed, as the sensors lit up in warning.

      “Multiple jump signatures detected,” the computer stated. “Golden Throne field signatures detected. Force size approximated at—”

      “Holy, sweet, loving frack!” Patch groaned. Neither the Void engineer nor the Ilythian pilot nor the former Throne Marine had to wait for the mainframe’s analysis to understand the sheer amount of vessels that were appearing out of the fields of glowing white and purple jump-light.

      “Sir?” Moriarty said. “I believe that in Throne Marine parlance that would be called an expeditionary force.”

      “No,” Anders breathed, “that would be called a fracking catastrophe!”

      Dalia was spitting her rage into the air of the sleek cockpit as she too saw what was coming straight for them. The entire spinward side of their viewscreen—everything in front, above, and below them, in fact—was filled with throne warships.

      Anders saw the plasma fires from the dissipating jump energies flaring from the sleek black hulls of the insanely fast, pointed Reaver-class intelligence ships. He saw the flare of weapons port lights on more Bulldogs, and also the slightly smaller, rotund growls of the general-service attack ships known as the Hounds, and the small flocks—always in groups of five—of the Hornets and Eagles, two-person fighter-craft.

      But he also saw larger vessels too—the oblong bricks of the logistics and support vessels at the back, who, even with their prodigious size, were dwarfed by the most devastating of the enemy: the Pillar-of-Empire class. Each was an upended tube with disk-shaped battle-platforms interspersed along their length.

      Each Pillar was taller than any ship in the Throne Marine arsenal, taller even than most throne space stations. They looked like towers of metal, capable of devastating 180-degree fire arcs as well as up and down cannon batteries.

      “One alone could level of a colony…” Anders gasped. No one else had to ask what he was talking about. There were three Pillars in front of them now, and, at last count that Anders had heard, only nine had ever been built.

      Moriarty was right that this was an entire expeditionary force of Throne Marines, or what Anders assumed had to be somewhere in the region of forty or fifty thousand Marines from different brigades and regiments coming together to form an obscene amount of firepower.

      It’s a vast commitment. Anders shuddered. It was more than the ships that had been used to attack the Ilythian home world, and obviously far more than the eldritch forces used to decimate Jakka. The Eternal Empress was done with isolating and picking off individual belligerents. She had clearly decided to take the non-aligned neutral zone between Throne, Ilythian, and Mondrauk sectors entirely.

      “Ikkit! Ikkit! Ikkit!” Dalia was swearing in Ilythian as the mainframe lit up with the alerts that enemy weapons systems were powering, a hundred and more targeting scanners were washing over them all, and weapons ports were right now opening—

      “Drop the weapons systems!” Patch shouted suddenly.

      “What!?” both Anders and Dalia screamed. Had the Void engineer gone mad?

      “Please, no time! Just trust me!” Patch pleaded.

      Anders saw Dalia hesitate. Perhaps it was out of self-preservation, but Anders felt as though he knew a little of the Voider’s capabilities. Anders had seen Patch reprogram the policeman’s node just through code-speak. And it was Patch who had been the first, brilliant—if misguided—mind to create the subspace transmitter capable of reaching across the entire galaxy.

      “Please—” Anders repeated Patch’s request.

      “Fine. But you’d better know what you are doing, human,” Dalia said, and threw her long-fingered hands through the controls for a scattering of orange warning lights to suddenly appear.

      
        
        “WARNING! Meson cannons powering down. Railguns powering down. Service lasers powering down.”

      

      

      “Computer, divert power to the field engines—” Patch was saying, before quickly switching to that strange Voider-speak of clicks, whistles, and chirps that Anders understood was actually speaking in binary and equations and algorithms, using the vastly complex and subtle intonations and emphasis capable in the human voice instead of clunky, awkward zeroes and ones.

      “What’s he doing!?” Dalia said as more warnings blared. This time, the green, three-dimensional lines of rune code did not even bother to translate into Throne English but blurred across the cockpit, flickering and winking out of existence with dizzying speed.

      “That’s the magnetic hull controllers! The plasma-vent controllers!” Dalia’s quicker Ilythian eyes attempted to keep up with however Patch was reprogramming the vessel.

      “He’s doing something amazing,” Anders breathed, knowing that he was right, just unsure how ‘amazing’ and ‘terrifying’ cohabited together wherever the Void engineer was concerned.

      “Just need coordinates,” Patch broke from his bird-like twittering to breathe.

      “Hubward,” said a new, weak voice from behind them, making Anders and Patch jump. Anders turned to see that it was of course Jake, but his eyes were several shades darker than they had been, and the teeth-grinding waves of the Archon energy was starting to radiate from him.

      Jake was understandably terrified, given the fleets arrayed against them and just four Mondrauk ships—one had been destroyed in their own, tiny battle.

      And when he’s scared, he loses control… Anders was thinking. “Jake, listen to me. Breathe—” the ex-policeman started to say.

      “Hubward, twelve degrees off the galactic plane,” Jake said, absurdly raising one hand to point off to their right and up slightly. Anders suddenly got the impression that the youth was feeling the coordinates with his supernatural powers.

      “Got it,” Patch said, and gave a series of clicks and whistles.

      “What the—” Dalia was saying as something started to happen around their vessel. The vessel that had been totally incapable of jumping just a few brief seconds before—

      First off, it looked as though the screen had caught fire as washes of white and blue plasma flared over their viewscreens, growing brighter and brighter until all sight of the throne force group vanished in the glow. Then, the holographic runes and warnings blinked out, and the cockpit was plunged into darkness.

      From the viewpoint of outside, the turquoise of the scout vessel was a pebble against the onrushing tsunami of Golden Throne vessels.

      But it was a flaring, glowing vessel, as white plasma light spread out in a halo from one of the rear tentacle-like fins where its lone remaining field generator was.

      The white plasma, laced with blue lightning, completely encapsulated the ship from back to front, hugging the invisible line of the still mostly-intact inner shield. Patch had found a way to use the vessel’s own hull magnets to create a low-frequency ‘bubble’ of force and, with his expert knowledge of quantum mechanics, had calibrated the protective shield output and the magnet field to hold an exponential chain-reaction of field energy.

      It was the sort of thing that would of course naturally lead to a thermo-nuclear explosion if left unchecked. The forces unleashed would eat every available neutron and participating particle, even the ones that made up the hull and the vessel itself.

      But Patch knew what he was doing. Kinda.

      At precisely 2.3 micro-seconds before the chain reaction went critical and uncontainable, Patch whistled and sang to the scout’s controls, giving it the coordinates that the psychic Jake had given them.

      The vessel jumped as a hundred weapons ports opened, and fresh hell was unleashed on the valiant Mondrauks.
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            The Ascension Bridge

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1, Imperial 1

      

      Under the ever-bright glare of neon and fluorescent lights, the woman in the long service-cloak—complete with warmth regulator pipes, pouches, and carry-straps—struggled to appear inconsequential.

      Luckily for Black Rose, the grand plaza before the official entry port to the lair of the Eternal Empress was busy. It was always busy.

      The plaza was on the artificial-world of Welcome, the closest to the gigantic metal globe hanging in the sky that was Imperial 1—the supreme heart of the entire Golden Throne. Three broad avenues of smooth stone joined the plaza at the southern end, before a wide line of steps and articulated drone-lifts rose up to what Black Rose had really come here for.

      The Ascension Bridge. A frown marred Black Rose’s disfigured face. It wasn’t really a bridge at all but a wide platform where the constant transporters docked to make the very short hop across to Imperial 1. Only those with special clearance were allowed up to that raised end of the plaza and the docks there, but even so, the platform still brimmed with stationary lines of Throne Marines, hovering security drones, scanner-drones, and presumably many more types of security devices.

      Once upon a time, I could have sauntered up those steps, and a simple bio-scan would make the Marines and robots part for me like water, Black Rose remembered.

      But that super-black intelligence clearance—just like her belongings and her loyalty to Commander-General Cread—was now long gone.

      “Hzt!” There was a coughing splutter from near her shoulder, and Black Rose half-turned, pretending to be in line for one of the many booth-restaurants and travel-shops that edged the lower part of the plaza.

      “Warning!” the robotic words of one of the ever-present security drones burst overhead. The assassin with the scarred, lined face was looking at the large, hunched, and hulking form of one of the Secari—or ‘crab-men.’

      “Zht!” The alien sneezed again, its segmented arms waving helplessly as it’s whole body, metal-laced shell and all, convulsed with the action.

      “Level-three biohazard alert!” The security drone had darted closer, flicking on a greenish light to illuminate a wide circle with the Secari in its center.

      Oh, frack! The assassin had a moment to think just as the edge of the sensor-wave washed over her too.

      Rose had never met her Imperial Majesty, the Eternal Empress, but she knew one thing: there were some very strict procedures about contaminants reaching Imperial 1.

      Which is ridiculous, Rose had the distracted thought as she tried to pull away from the green light, pushing and barging into the throng of people rapidly scattering from the Secari like a human explosion-wave. Imperial 1 has enough technology to perform complete sterilization of anyone who enters, doesn’t it? Why was the empress so precious about biological health when she had the entire skills of the Gene Seers right there, waiting to recreate and perfect her genetic code at a moment’s notice—

      “Warning! Unknown contaminant detected!’ the security drone announced.

      Frack-frack-frack—

      This was precisely what Black Rose had been scared would happen, as her form was illuminated by a smaller, narrower beam of the same green light.

      You see, the cloned assassin known as the Black Rose had been very careful—very careful indeed—to avoid all security and scanner drones. It was hard in a place like Welcome, the nearest ‘public’ space to the heart of the Golden Throne. The small world was blanketed with buildings—Welcome was an entire business district all by itself, really—and it was completely carpeted with security scans.

      The Eternal Empress was a paranoid person, though perhaps she had a right to be, with killers as good as Black Rose after her.

      But she was, after all, trained in such infiltration and extraction missions. She was the best in all the Reach of the Throne, or she should have been, anyway. Rose had spent several days working out the patterns of the scanning sweeps, and she had used haphazard and put-together scanners of her own to detect the subterranean service tunnels and shielded places where she could hide and move towards her target.

      It wasn’t that she couldn’t find ways to hide her identity, even her genetic identity, as her manufactured biology meant that she could release certain bio-chemical ‘masks’ with just a few seconds of concentration.

      The problem was the black, vein-like threads spreading across her body, courtesy of the now-deceased Envoy Losani.

      As Cread had destroyed the garden world of Terevesin with his orbital barrages, the envoy had used their specialized planet-technologies to release a fungus into Black Rose’s blood stream, one that healed her mortal injuries but also changed her.

      And Rose knew, from all the training that she had received from the commander-general and the Gene Seers both, that this was something that even she—with all of her prodigious abilities—couldn’t hide.

      “Level-two biohazard alert!” the security drone above her was signaling as Black Rose pushed into crowd, the green glow all around her, filling her eyes—

      More security drones would be dispatched. Bigger and better drones, ones with field generators that could paralyze or stun her.

      And a contingent of Throne Marines too. She knew the procedures intimately.

      TZssRK! With a sudden burst of sparks from its bulbous white body however, the single security drone burst from the sky to the feet of the Secari, and the green isolation-light winked out from them them. Black Rose shot a look of wariness at the crab-man, thinking that he must have been the one to fire on the thing with some illegal weapon

      “Hzt!” But the crab-man’s eyestalks were waving in incomprehension, just before another sneeze shook his form.

      “Get down here!” A strong, powerful gauntlet had seized Black Rose’s wrist and dragged her to a narrow gap between the metal booths, pulling her away from the press of panicked humans.

      What?

      She was being half-dragged forward by the pounding shape of a large human, and one who wore a lighter, smaller version of the red shoulder-pads, arm greaves, and gauntlets of the Red Judges.

      The Red Judges are loyal to the empress! Rose pulled back from the man’s vice-like grip, but his gauntlets and arms were mechanically assisted, and the six-and-a-half foot man easily pulled her behind the line of booths where a narrow alleyway of loading-areas and lifts, supply crates and refuse chutes cluttered. The sound of the plaza was muted behind them, and, for now, they were out of the view of the security drones.

      “Fool! If I had wanted to hand you in to the empress, I could have done it a thousand times already!” the Red Judge growled as the man turned, letting go of her wrist, which was smarting with pain, a part of Black Rose’s mind told her. She instinctively shut down her pain receptors to that area.

      “What do you want!?” Rose snapped at her savior. He was a man characteristic of his kind—tall and stocky, barely fitting into the small access-way that serviced the restaurants and gear shops of the plaza. His red armor was scaled as was the fashion for the heavy-set humans, and on his face, he sported a thick, curling black beard. A little disconcertingly, one of his eyes had been replaced with a metal orb that swiveled and auto-focused on her.

      The Red Judges were one of the many factions of humanity spread across the Reach of the Throne, specializing in hard and rocky worlds with slightly higher gravity, where they mined and trained. It was this tolerance for higher gravity that made them as large and as strong as they were, Black Rose knew.

      The man barked a savage sort of laugh. “I should ask you the same thing, don’t you think? But I’m guessing that I already know, don’t I?” The metal orb of his eye swiveled and refocused on her, fixing her with its inhuman glare of white, pinprick-light. “You’re the Black Rose. And you’re here to kill the empress, ain’t ya?” he said in a voice as uncompromising as the iron ore that his people dragged out of the earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Dragon-Head, Gold-Ring

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 9, Uncharted Space

      

      “WARNING! Field generator malfunction!”

      The green and orange holo-glyphs of the Ilythian vessel flared into existence around Anders, Dalia, Patch and Jake—and with them came the translated voice of the computer mainframe, promising disaster.

      “She can’t understand what’s happening,” Dalia hissed, her pale skin lit by the few holo-lights that flickered and flared. “What did you do to my ship!?” she asked with a deeply annoyed frown. Anders thought that the sight of an annoyed Ilythian was truly something terrifying, mostly because of its cold promise of anger that Dalia was holding in check.

      “I kept her from being blown into a million electrons and carbon molecules!” Patch said, a little high-pitched, and when Anders looked at him, the police officer could see the sheen of excitable sweat that covered the young man’s features every time he was allowed to do what he did best—breaking and remaking technology, that was.

      And stopping us from being torn apart by an entire throne force group! Anders recognized.

      “Hm.” Dalia shrugged in the eldritch green-tinged light. The Ilythian had accepted the explanation, but Anders was sure that didn’t mean she appreciated her ship acting erratically with barely enough power to turn on the cockpit lights.

      However, everyone in that cabin was feeling that familiar wrench of their insides, coupled with the hazy nausea that accompanied jump travel as their minds and body tried to catch up with the reality-bending physics that Patch had concocted, at the last minute and with no notice whatsoever.

      The ship had arrived…but where?

      “Navigation array scanning…” the mainframe was saying.

      “Sir, I cannot see where we are,” Moriarty said smoothly and calmly, which was somehow even more nerve-wracking to Anders’s ears.

      At least the viewscreens were working, but when Anders and the others looked forward, all they could see was the blanket of stars, ranging from bright globes to hazes and swirls of glittering gray.

      And absolutely nothing that I recognize, Anders thought dismally.

      “There are no throne deep satellites in range, sir,” Moriarty said. “And therefore, no entries in the Throne Encyclopedia.”

      We’re flying blind, Anders thought. It was a strange thing to realize, as just in that moment, he saw how his entire life, even his recent trips to Ilythia and Jakka, had been recorded in the net of digital information that the galactic empire of the Golden Throne had gathered.

      Even out on the edge of the Void. Anders remembered his disastrous venture to the place Patch’s people called home.

      Even out there, the throne had been able to utilize the Void engineers’ star maps.

      But the scout vessel was far, far away from that now, wasn’t it? About as far as was possible to be. “We must have crossed the outer sectors,” Anders murmured, thinking about the Perseus and Cygnus arms of the Milky Way—as the humans of the Golden Throne referred to them, anyway—and hurtled towards the galactic hub itself. Which would explain why the stars were so bright, the ex-officer thought.

      Anders was no Void engineer, no astro-scientist, but he knew that there were more stars and nebulas the closer you got to the super massive, burning black hole at the heart of the galaxy. Every star, planetoid, lump of rock or drift of volatile gas was being swirled round the heart of the galaxy in a deadly whirlwind that would take trillions of years to play out. The far ‘edge’ of any galaxy—such as the Void worlds—were struggling, cosmically, to hold onto the gravity of the galactic spin, while everything nearer to the center was being drawn inward.

      “Uh…” Patch’s voice sounded bewildered. “Did you say that we were looking for a dragon, boss?”

      Anders looked up. In his spooky appreciation of the vast distances that their small craft had covered—perhaps farther out than any breathing human being had ever been before—he half-expected there to be a living, fire-breathing monster swooping out there in space…

      Patch had swiveled his high engineering chair and was pointing to where the rear viewing fields had finally started working. These holo-fields were perfect in their detail, capturing the scanner views of the outside and allowing the crew inside to appreciate a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree field of view all around them, which Dalia was right now gesturing to slide the rear screens to the front.

      And there, sitting right behind them and as big as half the entire field of view, was the gigantic shape of a dragon, awash in its own red, purple, and green flames.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a nebula,” Anders saw, blinking several times.

      What he and the others were looking at was, in fact, a formation of cosmic gases, whose fires and internal infernos were the nursery realms of embryonic starlets.

      But, dear heavens! It does look like a dragon! Anders had to chuckle. He could see the long, swelling curve of a neck, pebbled with red and purple patches, just as he could see the prodigious bulk of the ‘tower’ of plasma gases behind it. It looked as though the dragon was sitting up, about to take a bite out of the universe.

      At the end of the neck was a wedge-shaped head, with one of the brightest of the barely-born stars sitting perfectly under what would be the dragon’s brow. A shining eye, glittering fiercely at them.

      And there, the wedge of its gaseous maw was open, with a long flick of a tentacle of burning gas like a plume—the tongue.

      “He was right. That old Mondrauk was right,” Patch was saying to himself. Being raised in one of the most technically minded of all of the various forms of humanity—if also the most eccentric, Anders had to admit, he had been skeptical of the idea that the Cycle of Jurash was actually based in reality, despite its perfect descriptions of the Black Sun.

      “He was PK,” Jake intoned from where he clutched at the oval doorframe behind them.

      Jake! Anders remembered. The youth had appeared to be about to give up to the power of the Black Sun just before their jump.

      That was how he had managed to divine the exact coordinates, wasn’t it? Anders realized.

      But now, Jake appeared exhausted, frazzled, and shaky.

      “Sit.” Anders got up immediately, helping Jake to his copilot chair. I’d rather Jake was calm than channeling a millennia-old demon-god, he thought as Jake collapsed with a groan and rubbed his temples.

      “I— I’m fine, just…” Jake made a weak gesture.

      “You can control it?” Dalia asked the youth.

      “Control?” The teenager laughed weakly. “I don’t think anything could control something like the Archon,” he mumbled. “It’s like I’m a thief, sneaking into this giant palace, stealing a little piece of power and getting out before the palace wakes up and crushes me.”

      Wonderful, Anders thought grimly. Jake’s words didn’t exactly fill him with confidence.

      “Just—” Anders was about to try to say something encouraging and soothing, before he realized that there was next to nothing comforting about their situation. They were far into unknown space, and they had needed Jake’s powers to be able to get there.

      It was Dalia who gave the youth the best piece of advice that any could offer.

      “Just don’t get caught,” she said heavily before turning to look at the others. “The Cycle of Jurash said that he was flown through the tip of the tongue of the dragon, so I am guessing that is what we must do.” She nodded to Patch. “Ilythia preserve me, but I guess I am going to have to ask you to do whatever you do to my ship again.”

      “Aye-aye.” Patch started his strange clicking and sing-song tones once again as the holo-glyphs and controls started to flicker and react to the alien programming.

      “But how far? How much power into the jump?” Anders asked. Jake took a deep, shuddering breath, and the wash of unease filled Anders’s mind as the youth activated his psychic powers.

      “That way.” Jake nodded to the very tip of the dragon’s tongue. “Stop the chain-reaction at…” Anders saw the youth’s eyes close, and his brow deeply furrowed as he tried to glean information and translate it from whatever arcane understanding the Black Sun had.

      “Three-point-six-eight seconds,” Jake said, and Patch gave the final click and whistle of command. Jump-fire consumed the vessel once again, and they were flung like a flaring comet straight toward the dragon’s mouth.
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        * * *

      

      The Ilythian craft slammed into conventional space with a flare of purple plasma-fire and a ripple of starlight.

      Anders gritted his teeth as the uptight, electric feeling of jump travel shook through his bones, just as it always did. He found himself amazed that humanity had ever managed to make it to the stars at all, given the strange brain-ache it caused.

      “Anders, look!” It was Dalia, waking Anders from his post-jump stupor, to point ahead.

      Their forward viewscreen held a fat band of white across their vision, running bottom right to top left.

      “The ship turned off the plane of the galaxy—” Patch murmured, and Anders knew what the Void engineer meant. They were looking toward the nearest of the spiral arms and turning to one side of it.

      “It’s so bright!”

      Agreeing murmurs sounded from Patch and the others. The adjacent spiral arm must have been one of the inner ones—one of the very inner ones—because it was so jam-packed with stars and stellar objects, each of which must be aggregating toward the dangerous heart of the galaxy, faster and faster.

      “Sir? I am still completely unable to ascertain our current stellar coordinates—” Moriarty began.

      “Tell me something new, Moriarty, please!” Anders groaned. What if we had got it wrong? A deep, cosmic panic clutched at Anders’s heart. What if one extra or less micro-second means that we are now off-course?

      And, even more terrifyingly, would they be able to find their way back?

      “Actually, I do have some new information, sir…” Moriarty said. “Please enhance overlay-grid F4 on the viewscreen.”

      “Grid F4?” Anders grumbled and moaned, searching the wide field of stars and the faint, octagonal neon lines that the ship used to segment the space in front of them.

      There. It was a grid halfway along the bottom right, and, when Dalia reached up to tap on it, it swelled in their view.

      Everyone could see that there, bold in the middle of F4, was a turquoise drop of a planet, with five scintillating, gold-flecked rings swirling around it in exact lines.

      “The precious stone and the chief-rings.” Anders remembered how the Cycle of Jurash had described.

      “Unclassified planet,” Moriarty announced. “Deep-range sensors indicate it is an ice planet and has an atmospheric composition of hydrogen, helium, and methane, becoming solid ice towards a nickel core.”

      “That’s what must make it blue,” Patch commented. “The hydrogen and methane must be at just the right spot to absorb the red-light from the surrounding stars—only reflecting the blue.”

      “Is there nothing you don’t know?” Anders blinked at the young man’s database-like knowledge.

      “Well, I’m okay at astrophysics…” Patch said. Anders thought this was either a monumental moment of modesty or that astrophysics must really be far more complicated than he had understood it to be. And he already didn’t understand that much of it.

      “And the planet’s rings are indeed made of gold particulates,” Moriarty informed them.

      “That’s impossible,” the Void engineer contradicted the simulated intelligence. “At those concentrations, it would be far too heavy to be suspended in the planet’s gravity-well.” Patch burst into another set of clicking, whistling noises of code-speak, and suddenly the image of the precious-gem world with its five gold rings was superimposed with bands of red and orange color.

      “Voider! What are you doing to my ship now?” Dalia groaned.

      “Just reprogramming the sensors,” Patch was saying, getting excited. “That’s a magnoscope view, coupled with gravitational-wave analysis, and—” The Voider paused and coughed in surprise. “Those aren’t natural shapes, look, the red and orange ripples are graviton waves holding the heavier gold in balance.”

      Anders thought he saw what Patch might mean. There were waves of red and orange between the rings, like the rebounding ripples in a paddling pool.

      “It would take a vast amount of energy to do that. Titanic amounts,” Patch informed them.

      “What’s that?” Anders spotted something—a curiously black patch between the third and the fourth rings. Like a tear.

      “That’s…” Patch’s voice sounded like he was frowning. “That’s a negative graviton-space. A bend in space-time.”

      Anders coughed. This was getting far too technical for a practical man like him. “And I take it that Jurash said he went through the third and the fourth ring, right? Slap-bang into that?”

      “Yes,” Dalia said, already turning the scout toward the new destination. “What’s the course, Jake?” she asked of their psychic navigator.

      “No need for one,” the youth was saying in a strange, sing-song voice. Anders turned in his seat to look at him to see that his eyes had gone far away and sweat was glistening on his forehead. “That tear will take us there. It’s been programmed to take us there.”

      What!? Anders shook his head. “Programmed? What do you mean, programmed?”

      The young psychic turned to look at Anders, and his eyes were solid black. When the youth spoke, his voice sounded far away and strange.

      “The beings who made it don’t make machines like we do, Anders,” Jake said strangely. “I can see celestial engines like stars—things that are built from the quantum-level up and able to remake the stuff of the universe itself.”

      Gods. Anders shuddered as he remembered what the old Mondrauk mystic, Woak Edja, had said to him. These Black Suns are like the gods of our galaxy.

      And he had to find a way to kill one.

      So, with no other course to take and a war raging behind them, Dalia had no choice but to say the words:

      “Initiate field generators. Jump!”
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      Sector 1, Imperial 1

      

      “How can I trust you?” Black Rose muttered as her thin but perfectly weather-tight boots—molded to the exact shape and size of her feet and designed to absorb shock and noise to make sneaking up and killing people that much easier—splashed in the dank, oily waters of the service tunnel.

      These tunnels crisscrossed and threaded through the entire planetoid of Welcome, carrying the heavy pipes from one part of the staging-post worldlet to another. Welcome wasn’t actually very big—barely bigger than a small asteroid, in fact.

      “Hm. How can anyone trust anyone?” the Red Judge grumbled from ahead of her as his heavy boots clumped and slammed into the ground.

      The Red Judge had led the assassin into the heart of Welcome, first down the nearest lift to the ‘public’ service areas before taking her on a complicated route of metal stairs, more cage-lifts, and ladders, before finally entering these drone-only service areas by way of an access panel that he had clearly used before, given the panel was already half-dismantled.

      At least he’s speaking sense, Rose thought. Not that it meant she could trust him.

      “This way.” The dim light of the man’s shoulder and collar armor lit up the ancient ceramics and metals of the pipes down here, revealing where the tunnels branched off into a crossroads, and he chose the one leading right and descending sharply.

      Black Rose tried another tactic. “How do you know who I am?”

      A heavy snort of derision. “You think the judges haven’t heard of the Black Rose? The most efficient killer in all of throne space? The one woman, almost a ghost, who is said to have cleared a Mondrauk warband out on her own? To have taken down the pirate, Captain Havalard? Do you think we don’t dream of seeing how quick you really are in battle?” he said, pausing to cast a mocking eye at her.

      Oh, you want to fight me? The assassin stiffened and halted, earning another laugh from the man.

      “It’s good to see the best that the Eternal Empress has to offer can feel fear, at least!” he said sarcastically.

      Not fear, Rose shot the thought back at the man, who was clearly having fun at her expense. I’m judging where would be the best place on your body to slide a stiletto—

      But before she could really make her choice, the Red Judge continued talking.

      “There are people who have heard about you, assassin.” He turned back to start tramping down the tunnel. “And there are people who have heard what happened to you on Terevesin.”

      Rose remained where she was. How? Her mind turned. Her work had always been super-black, which meant that it was also deeply classified. Not even Commander-General Cread knew that she was alive…did he?

      “Oh, for star’s sake!” The Red Judge tramped to a halt, leaning against the wall and not even bothering to turn around to look at her, but his ears or personal sensors must have registered that his charge wasn’t following. “There are people under the Reach of the Throne who have been thinking differently for a long time,” he said gruffly, as if he didn’t want to give up the information easily. “People like the garden worlders. Like the Proximians.”

      The Proximus Republic. Rose finally saw where the Red Judge was going. They were a breakaway republic of humanity, still technically a protectorate of the throne, but it existed thanks to fraught and hazy diplomatic stand-offs between the two great nations of humanity. The Eternal Empress could have crushed them and burned their few colony worlds at any time she wanted over the last few hundred years, but they were allowed to exist.

      Because then the empress can have an enemy to look to. Given her previous experience, Black Rose knew how this game was played. Every dissident or radical from Golden Throne space sought to flee to a Proximus colony world, which was actually very handy for the empress.

      And of course, the Proximus Republic have been secretly funding the New Dawn resistance army for a generation, Rose also knew from personal experience. She had, after all, interrogated enough of them in her service to the throne. And killed enough of them.

      “You’re New Dawn?” Black Rose asked. It was hard to keep the ice from her voice, as old hatreds and bigotries had been conditioned into her through biological as well as psychological programming.

      “New Dawn!? That bunch of chancers?” His shoulders heaved with apparent mirth. “Nah. But we work with them. We’re a coalition. A network of all sorts of people from all sorts of worlds and stations under the Reach of the Throne, who think that something has to change.”

      That, at least, is something that I can believe in. Rose nodded as the Red Judge finally turned to regard her.

      “So are you coming along or—” the large man was saying as he turned, before his eyes suddenly widened as he looked straight past her shoulder.

      “Frack!”
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        * * *

      

      In one smooth movement, the Red Judge spun a small, concealed blaster from a module on his utility belt and pointed it straight at Rose’s head.

      She leapt to one side—which wasn’t very far in this tight space—turning as she thumped her back against the side of the tunnel.

      The Red Judge’s blaster fire shot in front of Rose’s face to blossom against the metal creature that had been creeping up behind them.

      “Warden bot!” Rose hissed, recognizing the bipedal forms that were released to wander through the service and industrial ways of any Golden Throne world or ship. She had never had to fight one, but she had heard that their capabilities were dangerous.

      Crimson blaster-fire burst over the long snout of the bot’s tubular head, knocking it backward the way it had come and making it stumble, but not deactivating it.

      Warden bots were bipedal, hunched things with thin limbs and thin bodies, everything moving on smooth, mechanical gears and cogs. Their heads were just forward-facing tubes, stuffed full of sensor arrays, and their arms were long, three-part pincers that could grapple and crush and twist sheet metal with ease.

      Rose knew that the warden bots were functional and simple, able to exert vast amounts of pressure and strength, and that was all that they did, really.

      But that only made them deadlier, she thought as she narrowly avoided one pincered hand that lanced out to crash with sparks against the metal where her head had recently been.

      Warden bots were designed to be able to fix the heavier sort of repairs that any station or ship might need during its life, without the dispatch of a special engineering or fabrication team. They were also released to deal with infestations that were an occupational hazard of space-living. Giant spores, space-slugs or sludges, and most homeless vagrants could all easily be dealt by the throne in the same cold, cruel manner.

      The only benefit is that these things don’t have an auto-upload to the mainframe! Rose remembered as she ducked another sweep of a pincer and the Red Judge fired again. The warden bots were meant to roam ceaselessly and kill indiscriminately, which was what they did.

      FZZT! This time, the crimson flare of the blaster hit the bot in the shoulder joint, causing a sudden hiss of steam and accompanying sparks.

      And turning it half away from Black Rose.

      “Hyugh!” With a grunt, Rose pushed herself off from the wall toward the bot, keeping herself low under the arc of its powerful arms. With a sharp flash of her crystal-edged blade, she had slashed at what would be the small of its back if the thing had been human, and she was rewarded with a flare of sparks and the sudden hiss of steam, condensing into a foul, oily-smelling lubricant in an instant.

      The assassin hit the far side of the wall, spinning as fast as she could.

      But not fast enough, clearly, as pincers snatched onto her waist, just below her ribs, and started to squeeze with mechanical certainty.

      “Rargh!” There was a roar as suddenly, the shape of the Red Judge bodily hit the warden bot bodily, making it swerve and, thanks to the seizing of joints and limbs caused by Rose’s attack, topple to the floor with a heavy smash. It took Rose with it, scraping the assassin down the wall as the pincers tried to squeeze her in two.

      But they weren’t working, not well. The bot had already lost far too much pressurized oils from its pipework, and the pincers could only move sporadically, a few millimeters at a time.

      Rose screamed, despite her training. It still hurt like hell to be crushed slowly rather than quickly.

      “Hold on!” the Red Judge was saying, kicking the warden bot in the head with his heavy boots before jumping across its body to her.

      What does he think I’m doing!? came Black Rose’s very uncharacteristically emotional thought. But the Red Judge was now seizing one of the large metal pincers that pressed at Rose’s thin flesh, and, with his own mechanically-assisted gauntlets, started to pull.

      The judge’s heavy gauntlets were designed for battle, and running from their digits and knuckles to the collar of their wrist were fine, tensile metal-cabling, gathering and holding the added force of the circular winch in the gauntlet’s wrist-collar, and then to the thicker rods and gears below that at elbow, and then at the shoulder.

      This system of stored and potential torque was repeated all across the armor of the Red Judge, stretching into lock-cogs in enclosed cylinders on either side of his spine before being counter-levered and weighted at the man’s utility belt. It meant that any Red Judge wearing one of these suits could allow the human inside to exert many hundreds of kilograms more pressure than their physical capabilities alone.

      On top of that was the fact that the judges had denser bones and muscle mass, thanks to their heavy-gravity worlds. And there was always the possibility that any individual Red Judge might have gone to their local church of the Gene Seers for more personalized strength enhancements.

      Whatever of these factors it was that Black Rose had to thank, she was deeply grateful when she heard the Red Judge grunting with exertion, and for the pincer to halt its slow crush.

      “Rargh!” With a final roar, the whole segmented claw of the warden bot was wrenched free from its seat of gears and pipes, spraying both the clone-woman and mechanically-enhanced man with more sparks and the precious oil that was the bot’s blood.

      Tzzz-tzz-tzz… Black Rose was staggering away and gasping for air as she clutched at her pained sides, while the joints and limbs of the bot beneath them whined and screeched in protest. The bot had completely seized up, and, although it was still technically active, it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      “Now do you trust me?” The Red Judge was also panting as he stepped away from their shared kill.

      Black Rose regarded the big, strong man fiercely as she shut down the pain receptors to her ribs. “A little.” She nodded.

      “Good.” He extended one huge, gauntleted hand. “I am Captain Ugarin, once a member of the Red Judge Throne Marine Corps, now a traitor to the empire,” the hulking man said formally. “Welcome to the resistance, Black Rose. Together, we’re going to find a way to kill the Eternal Empress.”

      The clone assassin, with her body riddled with Terevesin plant-microbes, looked at Captain Ugarin’s proffered hand for a second, then allowed herself to nod. “Rose. Call me Rose,” she said, accepting his hand with even the tiniest of smiles.
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      Sector 9, Uncharted Space

      

      This jump is different. Anders didn’t even have to turn to look at Patch or Dalia to know, it was obvious.

      It was the light, for one thing. The Ilythian ship barely had time to power toward the strange patch of null space between the third and fourth of the golden rings before the viewscreens started flaring with eldritch blue flames.

      And it was the strange acceleration, too. Anders had a moment to see the stars on the edge of the view field—the ones around the planet of the five rings—start to blur and stretch just as they normally would when a jump field was generated.

      But the planet itself remained perfectly in focus, and perfectly static.

      What is happening? Anders was sure that he had spoken the words out loud, and yet he couldn’t hear them in his ears.

      Suddenly, they were thrown forward, flashing through the gold rings on either side before the view field showed a tunnel, made out of bands and shafts of white and light.

      Anders had never seen a jump like this before. He didn’t think that he had ever even heard of something described like this before. And just when he was about to turn to ask the others just what was going on, it was all over with a sudden lurch.

      “Urk!” This time when the ex-officer spoke, he could finally hear himself again. He was standing right where he had been before as if nothing at all had happened, but his body felt sick as if he had just been dropped through freefall and come to a complete standstill.

      And the cockpit was alive with warning alarms and sparking wall panels.

      “Warning! System overload!” the Ilythian mainframe shouted in a glitched, scratchy haze of static.

      “Ikkit!” Dalia swore, flinching as one of the nearby wall panels ruptured and burst, spilling wires like fine, translucent cables from their nest, as well as plumes of sparks.

      “Dalia!” Anders shouted, looking at one particular rising line of glyphs, ranging from a deep, comforting green at the bottom and fast turning orange, then a critical red as they rose in the air.

      “Please tell me that doesn’t mean what I think it means!” Anders panicked.

      “It does. She’s going to go critical unless we get her to land—” the Ilythian said through tight jaws. The scout was veering first to one side and then to another. It was impossible to see where they were going or what even was outside, since the viewing fields and the navigation arrays were dead.

      FZZZRK! Another explosion of sparks from the ceiling, as another of the access panels burst open.

      Patch, in his engineering chair, was moving his hands in a blur through what few glyph-controls remained, and cursing—half in his normal human tongue and half in that twittering, clicking, and whistling code-speech of the Voiders. Anders wasn’t sure he was having any effect at all, until suddenly one half of the viewing field in front of them flickered, hazily, into existence. Then faded out. And then thankfully came back, even if it was only a ghostly shell of its former self.

      And there, dead ahead and large in their view, was the glitching shape of a gray and ochre planet.

      “The Well of Souls,” the eerie, nasal tones of Jake announced, and Anders’s jaws clenched once more with the electric tension of PK energies.

      “It won’t help if we crash into it!” Dalia burst out, wrenching at the holo-control levers by her seat, only for one of them to flicker off and on and her hand to fall through it suddenly and the planet to swing away from them as the scout careened to one side.

      We’re going to crash. The thought hit Anders like a slap. The line of warning glyphs had now ascended all the way to a bright red. The ex-officer might not know much about Ilythian vessels, but he knew when a ship was lost. Too many critical malfunctions, no time to salvage!

      “Life rafts!?” he shouted, already turning to pull himself through the rocking craft to the central hold. Ilythians must have emergency procedures for such a thing, don’t they?

      “A scout doesn’t have any!” Dalia’s shout mixed with warning screeches and fizzing electronics.

      Frack! Anders growled, looking around him. There were equipment booths, complete with the hanging Ilythian blasters, utility belts, and suits. Each suit was made of the same, blue-form material that looked like rubberized plates, complete with an oval helmet that looked textured like some form of seashell.

      “These suits, can they take vacuum!?” Anders had already seized one from its hook and was dragging it from the wall. They were nothing like the old Throne Marine suits that he had once used. He couldn’t see any modular field generators, capable of propulsion even in the vastness of space.

      “Of course! Who do you think we are? Complete idiots!?” Dalia shouted back.

      No, but why don’t you have even an escape pod!? Anders would have called, but he was too busy hauling three more, and running, slipping, stumbling, and sliding back to the cockpit. He chucked the first one at Jake in the copilot chair.

      “Get it on!” he commanded just before the ceiling erupted, and Anders was thrown to one side as the ship lurched.

      Patch had given up on using the glyph controls and was doing his best to stabilize their ship with whistled code-speech alone. As the scout righted, the planet of the Well of Souls swam back into their mid-field once again, now much closer. Anders had already dragged the lower part of the suit over his legs and threw one to Patch.

      “We might be able to survive outside, but we won’t if we crash or the reactor goes critical!” he shouted.

      “Wait a minute!” Patch swore, continuing to whistle and click his strange tongue as he seized the suit to drag it on as Anders had.

      Which just left Dalia, still attempting to pilot the ship with the barely-there holo-stick in hand. “If I can get the ship to plane the planet—” she was saying, and Anders understood. Dalia wanted to skip the scout over the planet’s gravity well, but would it work?

      “Will she stay stable until—” Anders was in the middle of saying, just as there was a screech of glitchy static.

      ‘Warning! Reactor overload imminent! Begin immediate evacuation procedure!’ the mainframe, translated through Moriarty, predicted the worst.

      “No time!” Anders seized Dalia from the chair, dragging her back from the flight chair.

      FZZT! More flares of static and explosions of sparks, and the cockpit was filling with white steam from burst internal pipes and wires. That strange quantum tunnel they had passed through to get here had clearly been too much for the already-damaged Ilythian vessel.

      “Urk!” Dalia coughed as the noxious fumes surrounded them, as did Anders and Patch. Jake, however, already had the shell-like covering of the Ilythian helmet in place and was merely rising like a shadow through the white.

      “Anders. The main hold.” The youth’s voice drifted eerily calmly as Anders, Dalia, and Patch scrambled and fell through the archway. The industrial smoke was following them, but, as Patch was the last to collapse behind Anders and Dalia and Jake calmly stepped down, the youth hit the smooth nodule on the wall to allow the door to close.

      “F-fuh-filters!” Dalia coughed and gasped from the floor. Despite the rest of the ship apparently shaking itself apart, there was a subdued hum and the air of the main hold started to clear. It took a few moments, but as it did, Anders saw a small green Ilythian glyph superimposed over the see-through section of his helmet pulse quicker before turning into a solid, leaf-like shape. He presumed that meant that the air was now clear, but he didn’t dare take his helmet off.

      The ship’s reactor is going to go critical. We’re going to self-detonate…

      Anders, Dalia, and Patch were all scrabbling on the floor of the hold as it swung and rocked, in keeping with the rest of the ship’s haphazard freefall, but Jake appeared perfectly still by the closed cockpit door. The policeman found that he wasn’t surprised at all when he saw that the PK was floating once again, just as he had on the dying planet of Jakka.

      The youth floated before them, calm radiating out of his form as he slowly raised a hand toward the doors. “It’s all going to be alright now,” he said in that surreal, faraway voice once again. “It’s all going to be alright, because our friends have arrived.”

      And the main hold doors opened to spill a brilliant, blinding light over them all.
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      What? “Who are they!?” Anders gasped as the door to the main hold opened…and they weren’t sucked out into the vacuum of space.

      Instead, a series of lights were entering the now-stilled hold, floating through the air in complete silence, for the scout’s petal-doors to close behind them.

      They’re drones… Anders frowned. As the lights turned, he saw that they were sleek, perfect white orbs, with one small glimmer of a crystal on one side of the sphere from which the brilliant light appeared.

      But the policeman didn’t recognize them as throne technology, and the Golden Throne led the way in drone development. These orbs were simple, elegant, and apparently seamless. No insignia of gold-colored swords or crowns or thrones. No nodules of discrete weapons or scanning systems. Their simplicity intimated sophistication, but Anders had never heard of any civilization, human or not, so far out here…

      “They’re using field technology,” Patch murmured amidst a small twitter of code-speech. “I’ve calibrated the Ilythian suits. Wait a minute while I send you the data.”

      The crystal faceplate of Anders’s suit was currently displaying small, gently glowing Ilythian glyphs in a short line at the bottom right. But, with Patch’s whistling code, the entire surface of the faceplate washed with white, and then his normal view returned but this overlaid with washes of blue waves—each one emanating from the orbs.

      “They must be throne tech, surely…” Anders whispered as the lights moved around the large oval of the cabin, as if inspecting. He saw one of them turn to hover near the still-floating Jake, descending to the youth’s head height and slowly moving around him.

      “Jake, you said these drones are friends?” Anders asked.

      “They’re enemies of the Black Sun,” Jake said in his strange, singsong, not-really-here voice. Anders couldn’t see the youth’s eyes under the reflection of his Ilythian shell-helmet, but the man was sure that his eyes would be a solid black if he could.

      “How do you know?” Anders whispered. He had to admit to himself that he was starting to get a little scared of the boy’s abilities.

      “Because the Black Sun hates them,” Jake said with a tiny wobble to his voice. Is he connected to the Archon all the time!? Anders thought. This could be bad news. If there was a part of the boy’s mind that was always with the Archon, didn’t that mean that, when the ancient god-thing found the small human mind in its own, that it could reach through to where they were, at any time?

      And then, as if the drone orbs had found what they had come for, all three suddenly clustered around Jake and started to spin faster and faster around the youth’s body.

      “Jake! What’s happening!?” Anders yelled, pushing himself up from the floor and already reaching for one of the light blasters on the equipment hook. Patch was still whistling and twittering his code-speech, clearly trying to analyze and understand what these things were, but Dalia was right there beside Anders, one hand already bearing the thin blade of the suit’s service-weapon, which apparently every suit had strapped to the thigh.

      FZT! Just as Anders’s hand touched the handle of the blaster, a thin beam of blue light shot out from one of the fast-moving orbs, perfectly hitting Anders’s hand away with a painful pound of pressure.

      “Ach!” Anders hissed.

      
        
        >>Suit Impact. No Damage.

      

      

      Anders’s suit flashed the warning across the bottom of his faceplate, automatically translated by Moriarty’s connection. His hand smarted as if someone had stomped on it, but he knew instinctively that his flesh wasn’t damaged.

      Dalia was already surging past his shoulder, striking out with the blade at the approaching arc of one of the orbs.

      FZT! “Agh!”

      Before her blade could meet the metal or polymer or whatever it was that these devices were made of, there was another flash of blue light, and the dagger was spinning through the air, striking the far side of the wall as the Ilythian woman was thrown after it.

      “Dalia! Jake!” Anders rushed to her side.

      “Scanning, sir,” Moriarty said through the suit’s internal speakers, and another wash of translated glyphs appeared at the bottom of Anders’s vision.

      
        
        >>Ilythian Female. Stable Condition. Light Concussive Impact.

      

      

      Good, Anders thought, seizing Dalia by the arm and shoulder, pulling her into an upright position. “She’s alright. It’s almost like the things don’t want to kill us,” he shouted to Patch.

      “But, boss, look at what they are doing!” the Void engineer’s voice was oddly amplified by suit, and the note of alarm caused Anders to turn rapidly—just in time to see that the strange orbs had now become a blur of bright white light around Jake, completely obscuring any sight of the youth.

      “Let him go!” Anders grunted in frustration, balling his fists and letting go of Dalia as he prepared to leap at them. A small, Throne Marine part of him had already figured that there was nothing that he would be able to do against the strange machines, but the larger part of him, the MPB policeman who had dedicated decades to helping people on the streets still forced him to act.

      But, as Anders leapt towards the column of burning white, with nothing but his bunched fists and snarling face against them, the glare of white suddenly pulsed, and a wave of force hit Anders like a Mondrauk Hammer.

      “Ech—”

      
        
        >>Suit Impact. All Areas.

      

      

      Anders was slammed into the rear of the main hold, his vision blinded and then going black as his head rebounded, inside the helmet, against the wall. For a nanosecond, Anders’s mind hung in the deep black of unconsciousness before sound and vision and pain returned to him.

      “Urk…”

      “Sir, you have a mild concussion and general impact abrasions across your shoulders, wrists, and back,” Moriarty informed him immediately.

      But what about the others? Anders pushed himself from the corner of where the wall met the floor and saw the groaning, struggling press of bodies around him as Patch and Dalia too had clearly been hit by the same force-wave.

      “Oh, no,” Anders gasped, looking for where their enemies had been. And where Jake had been a second ago.

      But Anders, Dalia, and Patch were now alone in the main hold of the Ilythian vessel, with no bright glow of the strange alien orbs…and no Jake.
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        * * *

      

      The three sat in stunned silence for a long moment, unable to process what had just happened.

      “That was a micro-jump!” Patch was saying with obvious astonishment, breaking the silence. All three were still in the hold of the traumatized Ilythian craft, and Anders’s mind was racing trying to understand what had happened to his charge.

      “The Morathian put that boy in my care!” Anders hissed, moving toward the area where Jake had so recently been, remembering the kindly human monk who had been Jake’s companion and had kept the boy alive, until the empress had the man killed.

      “There are no scorch marks on the floor…” he muttered. Therefore, no sign—he dreaded to think it—of high-temperature burning. His suit filters weren’t picking up any smell of carbon or soot.

      “No, there wouldn’t be,” Patch was saying in exasperation. “Look.” Another twitter of the Voider’s code-speech, and Anders’s faceplate was once again awash with the slowly collapsing waves of blue field energy as Patch transmitted his own hacked suit sensors to Anders’s.

      “It was a quantum leap, boss!” Patch was saying. “The same kind of technology at the ring world. It’s only ever been speculated scientifically, at the sub-quanta level, never applied!”

      Anders growled in frustration as he saw the final ripples of the fading blue light grow smaller and smaller in front of him, collapsing to the faintest of fey light, right in the center of space that Jake had so recently occupied.

      “Never applied by Ilythians or humans, you mean,” Dalia said in a suspicious growl as she stepped up beside Anders. Patch had clearly sent the same field energy overlay to her suit, as Anders saw her hesitantly extend her gloved hand to the fading blue light. In response, Anders saw the field globule around the tips of her fingers as if drawn to her flesh, or the suit.

      “Magnetic resonance?” Anders wondered.

      “I don’t think so,” Dalia said warily, pulling her hand back, for the blue light to follow a little through the air before peeling back and once again collapsing. “I can almost sense something like PK energy…”

      “It’s the resonance of Jake!” Patch said in excited realization. “You see, that’s what field energy is. It’s the sub-quanta energy underneath normal-state energetics. Some Voiders say that it is the memory field of the universe itself, that everything leaves an impression, everything that has ever existed or ever will, and that the foundational quantum-fields themselves still vibrate with it!”

      “You’re beginning to sound like an Ilythian, human,” Dalia said, but Anders could only grunt in agitation.

      “All very well and good, but what does it mean for Jake? Where has he gone!?”

      “Boss…” Patch said after a pause, and the echo of his voice through the suit’s speakers sounded uneasy. “It means that Jake could be anywhere,” the young engineer stated. “Human and Ilythian and the rest of us need coordinates to jump. We create small bubbles of field energy and bend the space in front of it with graviton waves to enable us to jump forward. We skip along the surface of our normal, physical reality…” Patch took a breath.

      “But what those orbs have just managed to do—and what happened to this ship at the ring world—was a direct quantum tunneling that isn’t supposed to happen at macro levels. That tunnel could go anywhere, any when…”

      “Are you telling me that those tiny little drone things could have kidnapped our friend and transported him anywhere across all of time and space!?” Anders could barely control his frustration. This was too much. He was suddenly aware of how small and outmatched he was in the face of such marvels.

      Patch started to speak, but his voice was drowned out by a sudden glitching squeal from the ship’s mainframe—amazingly still operational—and a voice inside each of their suits at the same time.

      “Destination reached. External atmospheric pressures bio-secure. Opening main hold doors.”

      “What destination?! I didn’t program any destination!” Dalia spun around to face the main hold doors just as there was a gentle thud from their feet.

      “We’ve landed,” Anders breathed. He suddenly realized that, ever since the alien orbs had entered the hold, somewhere as the ship had been in freefall around the planet, all the alarms, alerts, and shaking had stopped. The ship’s reactors hadn’t exploded. It hadn’t destabilized and broken apart.

      Somehow, the alien orbs had not only kidnapped Jake, they had also securely landed the ship on the nearest planet—

      The Well of Souls.
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      The main hold doors opened to reveal a ruined, devastated land.

      A junkyard, Anders corrected as he gasped.

      “Sir? I can confirm that we are indeed on the surface of the same planet as recorded in the ships scans,” Moriarty confirmed after a moment. “This is the planet we believe to be the Well of Souls.”

      The sky was bright, with a very faint touch of gray to it. Anders could see the most-hesitant drifts of pink and bluish clouds up there, scattering and fraying under high winds.

      But it was what was directly in front of them that made Anders really see how alien this planet was.

      Starting just twenty or so meters out from where they had landed was what appeared to be a wall of ruined metals. “Ships,” Anders breathed, thinking that he could recognize the sorts of components common to any space-faring vessel—propulsion tubes, glass domes or windows of cockpits or flight modules

      “Holy frack!” Patch whispered in awe, already striding ahead of the others to be the first to hit the bare, sandy dirt between them and the wreckage. “These… These are…incredible!” he breathed as his head whipped back and forth, taking in the strange sights all around them.

      Well, incredible is not quite the word that I would be using for a pile of junk, Anders thought, grabbing the remaining Ilythian blasters from where they hung and passing one to Dalia before carrying the next to Patch.

      But it was hard—even for the practically-minded policeman—to not feel some of the same awe that Patch must be feeling as Anders’s eyes scanned the debris. There were things here that were obviously ships—or had once obviously been ships, at least—but there were also many, many other things that didn’t look like any sort of vessel Anders could name.

      He saw things that appeared to be aerodynamic wedges and hulled-shapes cast out of the blue-grays of familiar metals—

      “There are only so many metallic compounds in the material!” Patch was murmuring to himself over their suit-to-suit communicators. “You see, every civilization will have some form of copper, bronze, steel—”

      But even Patch’s common sense was tested to the limit, because Anders could see hulls that appeared entirely made of gold or glittering black crystal—and even one giant organic cream-white scoop like a whale bone.

      Anders saw oval and rectangular, diamond and rounded shapes of what he guessed were portholes, most of them broken open and looking into the dark recesses of whatever strange interiors were inside these vessels. However, a few still had their ‘windows’ intact, and only a fraction of them were translucent crystal.

      “The species who operated those ones must have had eyes like ours…” Patch indicated, and then—

      “No way! Is that a Heisenberg engine?!” The Void engineer suddenly jogged past one ship that seemingly erupted into white spikes like a downed, gigantic spider. Patch had stopped at a series of three thin, catamaran-like hulls encased in a wide, circular ring, half-buried in the dirt.

      “A what engine? It sounds very human to me,” Anders said skeptically.

      “Oh, I’m sure they call it something else, but the principle’s the same,” the Voider replied excitedly, explaining how Heisenberg engines were the old human variant of jump engines before the Golden Throne had fully developed field generators and node technology. They were mechanically started, strangely, meaning that the entire wheel around the three catamaran hulls would start to spin, turning faster and faster to generate some sort of charge that would then encourage a chain reaction.

      “Remarkable ideas but quite lethal too,” Patch finished as Anders’s boot crunched something underfoot. He stopped to look down to see that there was something sticking out of the dirt.

      It was a bone.

      “Huh.” Anders’s police training kicked in. He knew that he shouldn’t be overly surprised for there to be biological remains in what was clearly a vast crash site, but the confirmation that yes, there had once been living things here only made him shudder.

      I wonder what it was like for them. Anders crouched to tease the bone out of the soil. He imagined other ships from other, strange civilizations being drawn or tricked or falling through that ‘quantum tunnel’ at the ring world to crash here. Maybe some of their crews had managed to survive the crash, or use whatever versions of lifeboats or survival pods they specialized in.

      And then what? They starved? He wondered if those other species had been explorers from the other side of the galaxy. An entire half of the Milky Way was still uncharted by the Golden Throne because of the sheer billions of lightyears it contained, and even under jump conditions and with the very latest of Gene Seer antigenic treatments, it would be a one-way trip.

      Or maybe these aliens had come from his side of the Milky Way, Anders considered the possibility. There were still many pockets of unknown and difficult space back there, and there was every chance that these spacefarers had been members of civilizations that had flourished and died millennia before homo sapiens had ever climbed out of the trees.

      But why here? Anders had pulled the branched, three-part bone from the soil, studying the way that the thin ribs of calcium twisted and twirled around each other, forming an almost helix-like structure that he guessed would have been capable of absorbing much more pressure than a biological human bone would.

      Anders looked up, back to where Dalia was staying close to the ship, and saw how the ship had landed on the tiniest bare landing pad with just twenty meters around it in an odd circle.

      It was placed, Anders corrected himself. Those alien orbs had perfectly placed their ship here… What if every one of these ships here had been brought? Or trapped? Anders blinked at the possibility. What if every one of these hundreds or thousands of alien vessels had come here to try and find a way to stop the Archon?

      And, from the look of the bone in Anders’s hand, they had all failed…

      FZZZT! Anders was thinking this dismal thought just as there was a purple flash of plasma fire at the edge of his vision, and Dalia spun on her heel, slamming into the dirt by the scout’s hull, as someone—or something—shot her.
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      FZZT!

      Anders heard the scream of plasma fire behind him as he moved, hitting the dirt and sending a spray of grit over his back. He dove between the legs of the strange spider-craft, his Marine instincts kicking in to make him roll deeper under the craft’s segmented belly.

      Just don’t fracking well collapse on me! he thought at the ship above him. No more shots sought him out as he turned around.

      “Moriarty? Report!” Anders said, bringing the Ilythian blaster to bear.

      
        
        >>Calibrating Auto-detect. Blaster Primed.

      

      

      His screen washed with a faint rose color before concentrating on just one area—the far side of the Ilythian scout he had just come from.

      “Dammit!” Anders guessed immediately what the problem was. Either the targeting sensors inside the blaster only had a short range, or for some reason, it was only picking up Dalia’s bio-readings, and Anders was not going to fire on his friend.

      “Re-scan!” he insisted, hoping that the suit and alien weapon would obey his commands. It did, but only to find Dalia once again.

      “Sir, I’m using my own sensors in cooperation with the suit. I am picking up movement on your two o’clock but no bio-readings,” Moriarty reported.

      “Drones?” Anders thought of the treacherous little orbs. Was this their plan all along? Kidnap Jake for some reason, then kill the rest?

      “Impossible to tell, sir. Converting to heat signatures,” Moriarty said, and Anders’s rose-tinted screen washed once again, this time replaced with the faintest orange and yellows of residual heat from the ground, the cooler blues of inert metal, and two hazes of red. The strongest was dead ahead, just shy of Anders’s twelve o’clock, while the other was just a faint ruddy glow off to his right.

      “Dalia’s heat signature in front,” Anders noted out of habit to report everything out loud in a muttered whisper—a habit that had been forced into him in Throne Marine training. At least that means she’s still alive…

      The other heat signature of the non-biological thing was moving steadily around Anders’s position. Trying to out-flank me.

      “Range,” Anders whispered, searching the lines and gaps of ruined hulls and wreckage for sign of his foe. He was expecting one of the floating orbs, which meant that he would have to be a good shot indeed.

      “Fourteen-point-two-eight meters, sir,” Moriarty said. The two acted in perfect tandem. Despite the recent chaos that was their life, the man and his simulated intelligence had been doing this for a long time.

      “Gotcha.” Anders picked out what he thought would be a good target: a burst-apart module of some alien vessel, striated with lines like the stripes of some animal, but it was being held in place by a tangle of metal spars.

      “Give me the maximum detonation on this thing.” Anders sighted at the spars, picking the group he thought had to be the most load-bearing…

      
        
        >>Tool / Ilythian Light Blaster (Jeera-Class) / Changing Power Relays…

      

      

      “Done, sir. Maximum power store and transfer to the meson couplings, equivalent of eighty-seven-point-zero-three pounds of human TNT,” Moriarty said with a computer’s precision.

      “Let’s hope that’s enough.” Anders breathed in and fired.

      “Oof!” The Jeera-class light blaster kicked backward into Anders’s shoulder with a painful thump, but spat out a growing indigo-purple ball of burning light, straight across the land and angled upward.

      The plasma was in a controlled chain reaction, growing larger and flaring gobbets of incandescent light as it reached critical—just at the same time as it slammed into tangle of silver metal, just under where they were wedged into the base of the striped module.

      Anders’s visor flared with the bright explosion of super-heated white sparks, and the sound glitched from a deafening roar before his suit’s automatic filters stopped the human from losing any hearing. This was quickly followed by a booming crash as the bars were sheared from their derelict duty, burning and twisting and falling—taking the overhead striped module with them.

      It fell straight onto the spot where the enemy heat signature should have been. “Is it dead!?” Anders was hissing, already combat-crawling forward on elbows and knees until he had reached the edge of the spider-craft’s legs, rolling and leaping to his feet to run across the short distance toward their craft and the wounded Dalia.

      “The blaster’s plasma is overloading my heat scanners, sir. It’s impossible to tell whether the enemy remains active,” Moriarty announced as Anders skidded around the side of the scout and saw Dalia’s huddled form on the near side.

      “But we dropped a few tons of melting metal on it!” Anders gasped as he slid to his knees before his friend, the alien. However powerful those strange orbs might be, he was sure that it wouldn’t be shooting his friends any time soon.

      His friend who was huddling over her side, with one leg awkwardly stretched out in front of her. Anders could see where there was a blackened scorch mark just under the Ilythian’s right hip, turning into a mess of flesh.

      Frack! Anders reached for the medical kit at his utility belt—before cursing when he remembered he was wearing an Ilythian suit, so he had no idea what medical facilities it had.

      “I’m fine…” Dalia hissed up at him. Anders could see the gleam of pain-sweat on her forehead through the translucent crystal of her faceplate. “It’s only a glancing shot.”

      “You’re lucky it didn’t blow your leg off!” Anders berated her, mostly because he felt useless to help his friend.

      “Ilythian suits are strong,” Dalia said proudly, attempting to push herself up before hissing in pain and thumping back down against the hull.

      “Sir, your suit has Ilythian micro-healing ampules,” Moriarty informed him. “Not as efficient as Gene Seer cellular recreation treatments, but—”

      “Where!?” Anders broke in.

      “Lower left calf. Just place your hand on the side, sir,” Moriarty said, and when Anders did so, a sheath of the seemingly rubberized suit peeled back to reveal a tight compartment that Anders hadn’t even known was there. Inside were two of the tiny bone-like vials that Anders had seen Dalia use before, once on him.

      “You should save them for yourself!” Dalia was saying. “I thought you were a soldier!”

      “I was a Marine. Never leave a brother or sister behind,” Anders said without pause, selecting one ampule and passing it to Dalia. She looked annoyed at this gift but still pressed it into the edge of the wound with another snarl of pain. One of the tiny crystal chips on the end flared, blinked, and then went dark, and Dalia sighed in gratitude before throwing the used ampule away.

      “Another?” Anders was already reaching for the other.

      “Save it. I’ll be able to walk now,” Dalia said determinedly, and Anders saw how the burn was starting to change even before his eyes, her alien skin twitching as it knitted and reformed itself together. It was clear to Anders that this wasn’t as good as the Gene Seer technology, which would recreate the perfect genetic structures at a wound site, leaving just unblemished, healthy skin as before.

      Instead, when the healing was done, Anders was looking at an obvious waxy-looking scar of tender pink skin. He wondered if that meant that Dalia would still be in pain as well, but the Ilythian had already pulled a different small tube from the rounded nodules of her belt, depressing the end to spray more of the suit’s intelligent rubber-system over the wound entirely, creating a mottled seal to her suit that set in seconds.

      Dalia winced in discomfort as she stretched to seize her blaster and haul herself to her feet. “What was it that attacked us? More of the orb things?” She peered around the edge of the ship.

      “I think so—” Anders was saying, just as there was a screeching noise from over to their left, in the same direction that Anders had flung several tons of brute metal.

      “Oh, what the frack!?” Anders murmured in horror as he saw the half-scorched and slagged piece of striped metal hull—about half the size of the entire Ilythian scout ship they were crouching against—suddenly flip into the air, spinning as it was flung to one side.

      “It’s strong, whatever it is…” Dalia was already priming and raising her own Jeera-class blaster to the avenue that led toward them from the flung metal.

      “It should be destroyed, that’s what!” Anders snapped, raising his own blaster as the sound of screeching and protesting metal continued…

      Something was clambering its way out of the wreckage that Anders had dropped on top of it. And then, even when the non-living enemy lurched into view, it was still making a sound like steel claws scratching metal plate.

      “By the stars!?” Anders whispered, seeing the shape of the thing that had shot Dalia and almost shot him.

      It was bipedal but only just, because one of its legs was horribly twisted and mangled, dragging along the floor behind it. Every two lurches or so, the thing slammed one iron-looking arm into the ground to stop itself from falling over.

      It’s a man, Anders’s brain tried to tell him. A human. But no, it isn’t at all, is it? The thing was made of metal parts like a robot, but it had the unmistakable ring-collar around its neck that should have once held a helmet. Instead of a head or a face, however, the thing had a small stick of blackened metal, encrusted with wires and spurting pipes.

      And one bright, shining, red glowing light, like a baleful eye.

      “Frack!” Partly out of disgust or fear or shock, Anders and Dalia both fired their blasters and pelted the struggling robot-thing with meson fire.

      Anders’s weapon was still set to the maximum output it could possibly have and so took a fraction longer to power and fire than Dalia’s quick-fire gobbets of indigo-purple. The creature or robot or machine was spun around and flung backward under Dalia’s barrage when Anders’s expanding ball of plasma hit it.

      PHA-BOOOM! The explosion this time was brighter and larger than even the one that had taken out the metal struts had been, and Anders felt the shockwave buffet his body as flames licked the nearby wreckage around them.

      The creature was flung backwards and torn apart in the process, spilling molten metal and shards of its interior before it was scattered into the wreckage.

      When the destruction was done, both Anders and Dalia were panting with the surprise of the thing that could apparently withstand so much direct fire.

      “What was that thing?” Dalia hissed angrily at the scorched crater.

      “Whatever it is, it had fracking well better be dead by now!” Anders growled before powering down his blaster. “Come on,” he said to the Ilythian beside him. “Let’s find Patch, then find Jake, and then get the hell off this insane planet!”
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      “Patch McGuire’s bio-signs detected, sir,” Moriarty informed him as Anders and Dalia ran down the complicated and tight avenues, passageways and tunnels made by the bodies of the decaying spacecraft.

      Anders was about to ask if the Voider’s bio-signs read okay—until he skidded around the corner of a strange blue and orange fin to see that he could find out for himself.

      The Voider was leaning against the side of fluted wall of metal, panting, and with blood dried in a sheet down one side of his face.

      “Patch! Are you okay? What happened?” Anders ran to his side, pausing only to reach down to take the last of the suit’s ampules of Ilythian medicine.

      “I’m not that good at the fighting stuff…” Patch said in a weak, slurring voice before leaning with a thump against Anders as the policeman inspected him for damage.

      “Concussion, perhaps a hairline fracture to the upper right jaw, sir,” Moriarty was saying as Ander gingerly pressed the ampule in place.

      “The robots?” Anders asked, looking at the Voider carefully until he saw the pain fade from his eyes and his brow-lines ease a little as whatever strange chemicals or compounds or enzymes that the Ilythians used did their work. “Did you get attacked by one of the robots?” Anders repeated, for the Voider to nod and point above them in the walls of cerulean metals, fluted like the strange formations of subterranean caves.

      Anders followed his gaze, before he saw that there was a diamond of crystal-glass up there, and behind it moved a shape—

      Thunk! Thump! Dull sounds of something trying to get out came from the other side.

      “I had to hide, so I scrambled inside that craft,” Patch explained. “Luckily, I could figure out enough to get the ship to open and close its portholes. When the robot-man followed me in, I trapped it inside.”

      Anders grinned with pride at the quick-thinking Voider before his face fell when he remembered how the previous mostly-mangled thing had thrown a piece of metal several times larger and heavier than itself to get at them.

      “Let’s not be around when it finds a way out all the same.” Anders said, already urging Patch toward the nearest avenue of dirt and rocks between the space hulks…

      “Anders? Patch!?” Dalia had already chosen to go that way and was several meters ahead of them, standing stock still in front of something.

      “What is it?” Anders asked as he and the engineer jogged up to her.

      There, they suddenly saw the largest hole in the ground that any of them had ever seen before. It’s not a hole, Anders thought. It’s a canyon. A pit. A tunnel that shot down into utter darkness.

      It had to be the Well of Souls itself.

      The Well had to be close to a thousand meters across. It looked like what Anders would have thought to be some ancient sinkhole, given the way that it shot down and that the edges and walls appeared naturally formed—decorated with humps and outcrops of rocky layers, rather than the smooth sheen of surfaces cut by laser.

      But there was something manmade about it, wasn’t there? Anders saw a cleft not so far away where a ramp had been cut into the rock, slowly spiraling down around the inside of the Well in great, sweeping curves.

      Well, not made by human hands, perhaps, Anders thought as he stepped forward, ahead of Dalia and Patch, with his Ilythian blaster raised in front of him warily.

      “Whatever those robot things were, keep an eye!” he said tersely as Dalia nodded to smoothly join at the back, looking behind them as they kept the younger engineer between them.

      “We’re looking for something that will kill the Black Sun,” Anders forced himself to say through gritted teeth, although his heart was shouting Jake! Where is Jake! “Moriarty?” he sighed a little hopelessly as he took the first step into the Well. “Any chance you can find Jake’s bio-signal?”

      “Sir, I have been anticipating that request and kept a constant scan running through your suit. Unfortunately, there has been nothing to report so far, but I could try to link up to the scout ship’s sensors. If we can get them to work, they will easily increase my range a hundred time.”

      “Get it done,” Anders said, his heart feeling as black as the thing that he was trying to kill. “Coordinate with Patch, see if the Voider can weave some more of his magic.”

      Anders stepped forward, and over the internal suit-to-system, he heard the muted twittering and whistling of Patch’s code-speech as he tried to remotely reprogram their downed craft.

      The ramp of uneven stone was wide, Anders saw, and stretched down into darkness. The inset lights of his helmet glowed from where they sat on Anders’s jaw and temples, coming on automatically to reveal—

      People. Anders blinked. There were people on the sides of the walls, roughly cut into the rock—again, not the work of laser-precision tools.

      It was a tall relief that accompanied the ramp, but carved moving forward, up toward the light behind. Anders saw rough, weather-smoothed bipedal and trihedral forms—some with two limbs, others with four—all apparently running forward in joy…

      Or panic, Anders thought.

      “Anders?” It was Dalia’s voice at the back of the line. “Are you seeing this?”

      “Couldn’t miss it,” he said, quickening his steps to take in more of the story as they continued.

      “Jurash was brought here in a vision,” Dalia said. “This is where he got the information about the Black Sun.”

      As if summoned by the Ilythian’s words, Anders suddenly saw it—their nemesis carved onto the wall, and somehow fashioned out of a much darker formation of the rock, but it had been carved to seem fractured, with different sharpened segments and triangular shapes in the process of flying away from it.

      Wait a minute… But there, in the center of the breaking-apart Archon, the carver had left a small circle, either daubed with paint or somehow much lighter than the rest.

      “Is that the Archon’s what? Heart?” Anders shivered as he remembered his own momentary connection with the ancient being. It had been a vast black sphere with an onyx skin, the size of a large moon perhaps, and somehow radiating malefic hatred of everything that had ever existed in this galaxy…

      It was hard for Anders to imagine how such a thing could even really be called ‘alive’ in any way. Did it have internal organs like any other creature? Could it have a heart?

      But then the reliefs started to change again, depicting the darker rondel of the Black Sun radiating jagged lines—actual cracks and rifts through the rock—that ended with the scattering, half-body shapes of the assembled, multi-limbed people.

      “Retaliation, revenge…” Anders noted, treading a little faster. By this point, the radiance of the alien daylight was becoming dimmer as the explorers gave themselves into the dark. Each of their suit lights were bright stars in the black. We must have circled the Well two or three times by now, Anders thought, counting the terraced layers of the ramps above them.

      But then, when the human looked over the edge, he could see that the Well kept shooting down into pitch-black. It was impossible to ascertain how deep it was, and a superstitious part of Anders wondered if old Jurash and the Mondrauks had been right in some strangely cosmic way.

      His suit’s sensors picked up the keens and whistles of the subterranean winds, rising from below. It would be easy to think of them as escaping souls, wouldn’t it? He blinked.

      The reliefs next to their marching forms showed grand vistas of battles, and they weren’t only the dismemberment of peoples under the rays of the Black Sun. Anders and Dalia noted the appearance of darting wedges and winged things.

      “Aircraft?” Anders asked.

      “Spacecraft.” Dalia nodded to where the rock walls had been accentuated to include many small dots and raised bumps. Suddenly, Anders saw it for what it was: a star field, where many, many clouds of crafts were seeking to attack something.

      The Archon.

      No, wait. Anders saw that there were more of the dark, circular forms behind it.

      There were more of the Black Suns. Perhaps five or six suggested, fading into the distance behind it.

      “This was a galactic war,” Anders murmured, and he felt even smaller than he had just a moment before. They were just dealing with the effects of one Black Sun, and they were just facing the transmitted power of it, not a whole number in their full glory.

      “What if there are more of them out there?” Anders murmured. “What if we’re picking a fight with an entire race of beings that destroy planets on a whim?”

      “But what other choice do we have?” Dalia asked tersely, just as two things happened.

      Patch gave an exultant cry, and Moriarty’s voice broke over their suit-to-suit channels. “Sir, we have managed to modify the suit-to-ship sensors and have found J-14,” the simulated intelligence said.

      Jake, Anders internally corrected, right as the very next thing happened.

      FZZZT! A bolt of purple plasma fire seared down from one of the ramps on the opposite side of them, slamming into the wall just inches from Anders’s face and flinging him to one side—straight toward the edge of the Well itself.

      The robot-creatures had found them, and Anders was rolling and sliding, throwing out his gauntleted hands to try and seize onto the ramp.

      The incline was too steep, and with barely a surprised grunt, the ex-officer was sliding over the edge and into the dark.
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      “Anders!” Dalia cried, throwing herself forward to slide down after him, but the human was already gone, already falling over the edge and into the abyss…

      FZZT! FZZZT! More of the bolts rained down around them as Patch yelped, stumbling into a rolling, sliding crouch. They were out in the open, and there was nowhere to go.

      Dalia grabbed onto the ledge and looked, briefly, but Anders was gone. His disappearance was as sudden as Jake’s had been and apparently just as silent. The man hadn’t even screamed as he was swallowed by the Well.

      But the Ilythian agent was well-trained. She shut the door on the hot knot of feelings that rose with that realization, instead rolling along the lip of the ramp, bouncing to her feet, and charging to grab Patch by the shoulder and shove him forcefully in front of her.

      “But! The lieutenant!” Patch gasped.

      “Gone. We have to get to the other side of the Well now!” Dalia said as the rock carvings behind exploded and cracked under the robot’s meson fire.

      But the robots are on a higher, opposing ledge, Dalia thought as her long limbs ate up the meters, and she was only hampered by pushing and cajoling the Voider in front of her.

      They don’t appear able to move fast.

      Which meant that she should be able to get them to the ramp underneath where the robots where, just so long as they kept pace.

      FZZT! Another purple line of fire struck the ramp floor just ahead of her, and Dalia had to leap as an expanding wave of burning light rolled upward.

      “Urk!” She landed on the far side of the explosion, one Ilythian boot slipping as she struggled to hold onto her balance, before catching herself on the wall with the cat-like agility of her kind.

      And she was still running, still pushing Patch ahead of her as the meson fire hit the echoes of their steps, further and further behind.

      We’re doing it! Dalia was pleased, a little, with the way that her plan was working out. The strange robots were two corkscrew terraces above them and couldn’t get a solid line of fire on their position.

      But robots don’t stop, do they? The dark thought welled up in the Ilythian’s mind. And now it was just her and Patch, down here in the dark, without Jake or Anders, and with no way back to the surface or to their ship unless it was through a gaggle of the tireless, nigh-unstoppable robot-things…
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        * * *

      

      Anders…

      Anders!

      “ANDERS!”

      The lieutenant gasped awake, certain that he was listening to the voice of his dead wife Cassie, always impatient when he had become lost in some daydream or hobby, like teaching their late daughter Sibbi something.

      “I’m right here,” Anders coughed, opening his eyes to a glare of brilliant white light and realizing that he didn’t even know where here was.

      “Anders,” the voice said again, and, although it was high in tone, it certainly wasn’t his dead wife or daughter.

      It was Jake, but a Jake transformed.

      Anders blinked to see that he was lying on his back on a cool, white surface, as hard as polymer plastic or composite metal. The room he was lying in wasn’t large, a circle with a curving roof. Everything was made of the same white panels.

      And there, standing a little way away from him, was Jake—but he was now dressed in simple cream cloth, a service suit of some kind, but without any ornamentation or apparent utility belts and pouches.

      Like a hospital gown, Anders’s frazzled mind thought a little eerily.

      Waves of PK force radiated from the youth, powerful enough to make the hairs on Anders’s arms stand up on end but without the accompanying teeth-grinding nausea.

      And he has implants. Anders frowned, seeing the connected line of silver and white dots that stretched from the youth’s hairline over one ear toward the nearest eyebrow. On the other side, there was just one larger silver implant in the temple behind his left eye.

      “Jake? What have they done to you?” Anders breathed, pushing himself up from the floor to feel pain suddenly wake up across his back, shoulders, and legs.

      “I did what I could to catch you,” the singsong voice of the augmented Jake informed him with a twinge of remorse. “But I may have been too eager with my new reach.” Jake held one of his hands out in front of him and made a grabbing motion as if he had caught the policeman out of the air itself.

      Maybe he did, Anders wondered in awe. When the youth’s hands closed, he could see cords of what appeared to be silver or steel flowing in his veins from the wrist to the knuckle.

      “What did they do?” Anders repeated, ignoring the pain to get slowly to his feet and cross the small space between them.

      “Best not.” Jake held up one of his silver-laced hands, and Anders rebounded back as if he had walked into a stiff wall of rubber.

      What?

      “I am still learning, Anders.” The youth gave an almost apologetic half-smile. “The Ru’at tell me that it will take time to remember the difference between my own body and what my mind is capable of.”

      “The Ru’at?” Anders frowned deeply. He felt like he had heard that name before, but where?

      “Sir?” It was Moriarty, still thankfully in place in Anders’s node and still functional. “Sir, you need to hear this.” Moriarty’s tone glitched, to be replaced with the more emotionless, automated tones of the Throne Galactic Survey:

      
        
        Section: Xenobiology / Other / Errata…

        R.

        Ru’at: A cyborg race, defeated by the ERROR! DATABASE NOT CONFIRMED!

      

      

      “Why are you showing me broken links, Moriarty?” Anders murmured as he looked cautiously at Jake. Cyborg race, his policeman’s mind was thinking. Like the robots that we were fighting?

      That Dalia and Patch were still fighting… Anders gritted his teeth in frustration.

      “I’m sorry, sir. You don’t understand. Every time I run that search, and I have executed it some two thousand times already in the last eight seconds, it comes up the same. That is not a server-connection error, sir. That data has been scrubbed from the Throne Encyclopedia itself.”

      “Okay…” Anders narrowed his eyes. He was used to the Golden Throne having its secrets. There were always classifieds, redactions, and rewrites from the powers-that-be. His time as a policeman had made that painfully obvious.

      “They are one of the species that fought the Archons before, Anders,” Jake said, raising one hand as two small wall panels opened, smoothly and silently, to release three of the same white orbs that had entered their vessel just a little while ago.

      “They won, but only after half the galaxy was lost,” Jake said. “And only because some of the other Archons weren’t interested in joining the war alongside one of their own.”

      “Don’t tell me…” Anders glowered at the hovering Ru’at orbs. “Is it the same Black Sun that we’re fighting now?”

      “No. That one was destroyed, of course,” Jake said, as if the information was obvious. “But there were others of its creed that stayed when the other Archons left this galaxy.”

      “Left?” Anders was confused. “Where is there to go? Another galaxy?”

      In response, Jake merely looked at the ceiling, sighing with a beatific smile on his face. “The Archons are not as you think, Anders. They are a highly-evolved race. Almost at the next stage of non-corporeal existence. Higher-matter beings. Almost trans-dimensional.”

      “I don’t care what they are, just so long as they leave my bit of the galaxy alone!” Anders grunted.

      Jake ignored him. “These Ru’at tell me that every galactic formation has its version of the Archons, and that most of them evolve to the next phase of existence, but those that seek to remain have a very particular philosophy. That each galaxy is a testing ground, through which rise those worthy to ascend…” Jake’s voice filled with infinite sadness. “The Archon of this galaxy we call home is one such fallen being. It believes that it will only ascend once it has dominated every creature, every form of life.”

      “And the empress is helping it?” Anders asked. That sounded like her, to be honest.

      “The Ru’at believe that the empress shares that philosophy. To dominate every other form of life until only she is the champion,” Jake said. “She will take its place when it leaves, and she will become this galaxy’s new Archon. Its new god.”

      This entire galaxy ruled by the Eternal Empress? Anders shivered. It was too much to bear thinking about.

      “But the Ru’at, given their history is almost as old as the Archons themselves, have been trying to stop the fallen being,” Jake explained. His voice sounded removed and distant, as if the cares of this galaxy were just a minor thing to someone with his increased powers. “When they detected that the empress was trying to create a psychic capable of connecting with the distant Archon—”

      By stealing Patch’s transmitter, Anders remembered. Patch McGuire had been trying to create a super-deep quantum transmitter, but the throne had stolen it and used it to make contact with the Archon, hadn’t they?

      And, Anders realized, Jake himself is here because he was a product of the empress’s PK programs, isn’t he? Jake’s DNA had been used to help create the psychic clone army that the empress used as battlefield transmitters of the Archon’s energy. That allowed her to destroy Jakka with just a handful of clones…

      “The Ru’at, a cyborg race, hacked the empress’s mainframe. They infected the key test psychic, once a human girl—” Jake explained.

      That voice! Anders gasped. He had forgotten all about the strange, PK-laden voice that had burst out of deep-space transmitters, freeing him from the Throne Marine boot camp on Barakar and guiding him to Jake, and eventually to the Void worlds themselves.

      Anders had thought the voice to be some kind of Golden Throne whistle-blower, trying to stop the Throne-Ilythia war that had started all of this. He realized that he was kind of right, but if the Ru’at were telling the truth, this girl had been trying to warn them of a much greater danger than that, hadn’t she?

      “—and allowed her to think freely. The Ru’at believe that she, combined with my powers, might be strong enough to destroy the Archon of this age,” Jake said, with just the slightest quiver of unease in his voice that reminded Anders that at least there was still some humanity left inside there.

      “Where do we find her?” Anders said. “And how do we get you to her?”

      Jake blinked slowly, his open gaze returning to the lieutenant in front of him. Anders once again got the strange sensation that he didn’t see him at all.

      “The girl is held in one of the most secretive places in all of the Golden Throne,” Jake relayed the Ru’at’s knowledge. “Earth.”

      Earth!? Anders felt his body shiver where he stood. Impossible. “But… But Earth is lost. Earth was destroyed more than five hundred years ago,” Anders repeated the mantra that every throne citizen had been taught since they were old enough to learn and obey.

      Humanity fled their home world of Earth to the stars after Earth was ravaged by thermonuclear devices in an interstellar, alien war, Anders told himself. Humanity’s home system of Sol was abandoned, and the fledgling human race had a hundred years of darkness and scrabbling for survival against Mondrauks and Secari and inhospitable alien worlds.

      All records of their home had been lost or scrubbed, a genetic burden of shame and guilt that the Eternal Empress had transformed into one of noble, almost spiritual purpose. Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian the First, the Eternal Empress, kept alive through Gene Seer technology, had given humanity back its hope, and she had demanded that they look outward and forward, not back. Under her iron fist, humanity had claimed its place in the galaxy, and the Reach of the Golden Throne—now the largest and most powerful civilization in known space—had begun.

      “Earth was never lost, Anders,” Jake informed the older man. “The Eternal Empress lied to us all. She kept Earth for herself.”

      “Where is it?” Anders growled. It was hard for him to describe what feelings were coursing through him. First hearing that the Archon was indeed more dangerous and powerful than he had ever dreamed, and now that Earth wasn’t a lost dream but a place that they could get to. And the Ru’at know where it is!

      “The Ru’at can help guide us back to Earth, uh…” Jake winced as if at a painful memory. “They told me that, many centuries ago, it was the Ru’at themselves who attacked Earth. They were attempting to incorporate humanity into their cyborg republic, but they failed. The Ru’at believed that they were creating an alliance against a possible return of the Archons, but humanity, at the time, proved unassimilable…”

      Which led to humans abandoning Sol, and then the creation of the Golden Throne itself… Anders growled in frustration. Is that what’s really going on with these floating orb things? Are they feeling guilty for setting all this in motion?

      Jake continued, “The Ru’at numbers are now just these three, and their robotic machines, as you can see, have malfunctioned and grown wild,” Jake said, raising a hand for one of the floating Ru’at orbs to flash its blue light, and for a view field to spring into the air in front of them.

      It showed the sprinting forms of Dalia and Patch moving down the rampway of the Well of Souls, and of a lurching, stumbling, and marching line of the bipedal robot-things two terraces above them, already spreading out around the corkscrew shape of the ramp and firing at Anders’s friends whenever they got the chance.
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        * * *

      

      “Against the wall!” Dalia shouted, encouraging the slightly slower Patch with a rough shove. Some of the robots had been faster than she had anticipated, and a beam of plasma light shot down to the ramp ledge just a foot away, causing the Ilythian to jump back.

      They have a machine’s precision, she growled, angling her body to shoot a barrage of three short blasts to where the nearest robot was emerging.

      Unlike any living creature, the robots had the advantage of not knowing any fear. The robot in view was one of the more complete ones, probably the reason why it could have crossed so quickly to the opposite terrace-ramp in view. It was bipedal, made of a composite of metal plates and armors. It had huge shoulder pads, a bulbous breastplate, and the columnar stalk of a head that made it look like its actual head had long since fallen away, leaving just the mechanical brainstem.

      Dalia’s bolts scattered around its feet and hit one shoulder. It was violently half-turned, but in the same motion, it raised one over-large arm.

      The thing had no hand on this forearm, just a round cylinder whose end flared with purple meson light and shot a coruscating ball of energy directly at its biological enemies.
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        * * *

      

      “Dalia!” Anders shouted as the cyborg-thing fired. From his safe imprisonment, the policeman saw the ball of energy slam into the wall above Dalia and Patch’s heads.

      It missed, was Anders’s first, gracious thought.

      But then, he realized that it hadn’t at all…

      The creature’s plasma bolt exploded against the carved relief of the Well of Souls, blinding whatever scanner or viewer that these Ru’at were using. There was the sound of a deep, bass rumble as the flaring light faded.

      It revealed that the ramp above Anders’s friends had collapsed and spilled its rubble and gravel and plates of rock all over the ramp below.

      “No!” Anders rushed toward the screen, but he only succeeded in stepping through it, causing it to vanish in a heartbeat. “Stop it! Save them! You must save them!”

      Jake turned his head to one side as one of the Ru’at orbs bobbed a little closer. If the two conversed, Anders couldn’t hear it at all.

      “Anders,” Jake spoke once again in that strange, singsong voice. “You must think beyond individuals. This threat is one facing all of us. All of humanity. All of the other races, even those that humanity has yet to encounter.”

      “No,” Anders said, feeling his panic and frustration suddenly part and clear from his heart, like water evaporating from a gleaming hot coal. This wasn’t the Jake that he remembered. And this wasn’t the man that Anders himself had wanted to be.

      “I can’t believe that you are saying this…” Anders hissed, his mind filling with the image of the collapsed wall of rock, the terrace that was now a landslide.

      “Lieutenant—” Jake began, still in that strange, surreal tone.

      Anders knew precisely what Jake was saying, and he was having none of it. He knew that Jake had changed—that the Ru’at had done something to him. Perhaps there was a part of the youth who had spent most of his natural life held in an unnatural sleep, growing in one of the empress’s bio-containment tubes, that wanted to give up his humanity. To return to being a tool, to being something like J-14 once again…

      But I am not going to let him do that… the policeman, and the father, inside Anders knew.

      “Jake, listen to me. Individuals are all that we have,” Anders began, and he felt the rightness of his words. It was a rightness born of his many hours and his long years spent on the streets of Hectamon 7. He might have been fighting crime or chasing down smugglers, or thieves, or killers… He might even have been mandated to uphold the laws of the Eternal Empress herself…

      But every one of those jobs was about people. About actual, living, feeling people. Anders wanted to scream and shake Jake in order to help the boy see the truth that was so evident to him.

      Of course it matters that the Archon and the Eternal Empress are intent on tearing up the galaxy and burning their way through every planet they can in their path, Anders thought.

      But the policeman in him—and the father who had lost a wife and a daughter to a killer’s rampage—knew that what made the Archon and the empress’s desires so very terrible wasn’t the galactic horror they contained.

      It’s the fact that they are doing it to people. To alien people. To individuals with families and kin and blood-ties.

      “I don’t care what the Ru’at have told you or encouraged you to believe, Jake,” Anders said, purposefully using the boy’s gifted name again. “But I know this: if you lose sight of the people you are saving, of your friends, then everything is lost.”

      That’s what separated the cyborg Ru’at from the rest of us, Anders knew. They felt totally at peace with kidnapping Jake and augmenting him until he barely remembered being a human anymore. But such a thing wasn’t going to work on Anders.

      “Lieutenant, your friends are probably already dead. What use would it be to return there?” Jake said.

      “Because I want to, dammit!” Anders shouted, this time marching forward until he was only a meter away from the youth. The three Ru’at orbs flashed their light and swept in front of their new super-weapon protectively, and Anders could feel the waves of PK power flowing from Jake like heat from a propulsion engine.

      “And my name is Anders, not Lieutenant!” the man said, glaring not at Jake but at the three orbs instead. “And Dalia and Patch up there are our friends, not just mine! Just like the Morathian was your friend, too!” Anders shot the last remark at Jake himself, earning a sudden flinch from the boy.

      “I… Uh…” Jake gasped a little, his serene brow suddenly furrowing as he remembered the monk who had guided and protected him when the voice—the psychic girl on Earth—had found a way to release Jake from his containment.

      “Take us back to the Well of Souls. If there is nothing that we can do there, then I’ll be yours to travel to Earth somehow,” Anders bargained, “but I am not going anywhere until I see our friends!” Even if they are dead.

      In front of Anders, the boy’s mouth was opening and closing as he looked confused, still caught in the rising waves of emotion that the Ru’at must have been trying to program out of him. The three orbs bobbed in place, turning their lights at each other for a second before suddenly whizzing back to the opening portholes in the wall and disappearing as the panels slid shut behind them with a smooth schnick!

      “Uh…” Anders blinked. He wondered if the strange Ru’at had given up on these difficult, fleshy, emotional humans.

      “Anders?” Jake’s voice returned, and although it was tired and weak, it was once again his own, normal, young voice. It wasn’t the voice of the cyborg-psychic. The youth looked like some constraints had been lifted from him.

      “It’s okay, Jake. We’re going to get out of here.” And somehow save the galaxy, Anders thought—just as the entire room started to judder.

      “What’s happening?” Jake steadied himself against Anders’s arm as the floor shook.

      “I have no idea…” Anders reached for his utility belt, but of course the blaster was gone. He had no weapons. He wondered if the Ru’at had even heeded his words at all but were instead now going to send him and Jake all the way, alone, to Earth.

      “Sir?” It was Moriarty. “My scanners are detecting navigation systems and propulsion systems. The Ru’at data-shielding on this place has been dropped.”

      “Report! What is happening? Where are we going?” Anders asked, and in response, the simulated intelligence accessed the Ru’at viewscreen to reveal an image of what must be outside of their containment room.

      It was the walls of the Well of Souls, brightly illuminated by glaring white lights. They had to be in some kind of craft, which had been stationed at the bottom of the Well itself. Anders wondered how long those three Ru’at had kept their long vigil down there in the dark of the alien world, conducting their long-distance hacks and plans, quietly causing many different potential heroes to come here to them.

      The walls outside were blurring at the speed of their ascent, and soon, their light was dimming as they approached the more natural light falling from above.

      And the cyborgs.

      BWARR! The white room suddenly blared with an internal klaxon, and Anders saw purple meson-flames flare over their scanner screen. Between the blasts, he could see the small shapes of the feral cyborg warriors—the foot soldiers of these very Ru’at themselves—firing on their own mothership.

      And the collapsed terrace, where Patch and Dalia had been fighting from…

      “Moriarty? What sort of weapons does this thing have!?” Anders shouted, for there to be a dull chime as a panel opened in the ceiling and a control chair quickly and smoothly lowered itself to the ground. It had clear arm-controls on either side of it, each with handles with obvious nodules and buttons and triggers.

      Anders didn’t need to be invited twice. He leapt into place, feeling the firm material of the seat change and support as it molded to his back. The policeman seized the handles, and a digital green overlay washed over the viewscreen hanging in the air. It highlighted the moving, firing forms of the feral cyborgs in a warning orange.

      “Slow this ship down!” Anders growled, turning the handles toward the nearest of the attackers.

      “Initiating propulsion command, sir,” Moriarty answered as Anders fired.

      The policeman didn’t know what sort of weapons this Ru’at craft had, but he saw how two thin needles of white-hot light speared from either side of the viewing field and slammed into a cyborg body.

      The laser shot lifted the cyborg off its feet, throwing it against the wall to explode in its own ball of light, sparks, and scattering mechanical body parts.

      “Boo-yah!” Anders couldn’t help growling as he pulled the firing handles apart, hoping they could do individual fire as well.

      They could. He fired each of the two lasers at different cyborg targets. Each shot was a direct hit, aided by whatever internal tracking systems that the Ru’at weapon systems had. And they were ship weapons, clearly designed for attacking much larger things than humanoid robots.

      Two more cyborgs were cleaved in half, and Anders swiveled in his seat to fire rapid volleys at the rest. “Moriarty, Jake! The others!” he hissed, and it was Jake who answered him first.

      “I can sense them, Anders. They’re still alive!” Jake said, turning on his heel toward the spot where the viewscreen showed the collapsed terrace of rock.

      As Anders fired on the last of the cyborgs with the ship’s weapons, he felt a wave of PK force flood over him like vertigo or nausea. In response, the rocks of the rockfall started flying into the air, some dislodging and falling away from the ledge to reveal a place where two plates had formed a natural sort of cubbyhole from the worst of the onslaught.

      Jake was manipulating the rocks from afar, using nothing but his mind. Anders was in awe of the boy’s accelerated abilities—especially when he saw Jake flick one hand for a boulder that had to be twice the size of one of the cyborgs to be flung from the ledge, through the empty air of the Well, and into another of the feral cyborg warriors.

      And then Jake was cupping his hands and drawing them toward himself, extracting the prone forms of Dalia and Patch. Anders could see them floating in the air over the Well, their limbs hanging around them.

      “They’re still alive, sir, but they’re injured. They almost suffocated in there,” Moriarty informed him as their two friends drew closer to the Ru’at ship.

      “Bring them home,” Anders said grimly as Moriarty activated whatever portholes or medical bays this strange craft held. The police lieutenant squeezed the firing triggers to eradicate the last of the feral robots before collapsing back into the flight chair.

      They had done it. They had gotten to the Well of Souls, and they had found a way to destroy the Archon of their galaxy.

      Now, all they had to do was to find Earth.
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      Thwack!

      The commander-general’s black leather glove made a very pleasing smack as it struck the face of the blubbering vape merchant restrained to the chair in front of him.

      “Urgh…” The man made a small, animal-like grunt of pain, although Commander-General Cread, nominal commander-in-chief of the entirety of the Eternal Empress’s Throne Marine forces, wondered why the man was still surprised that he was in pain.

      This always takes so long… the good-looking commander with his high cheekbones, his buzz-cut blond hair, and an age that permanently hovered around thirty-something thanks to the Gene Seers’ constant ministrations, thought.

      The vape merchant had been left for the customary period—two hours and forty-three minutes—that all tenets of biological conditioning said was the optimum time for a human’s inner resolve to reach breaking point. He was a human in his natural age of fifty-something, with a few genetic treatments that made him appear no more than twenty-five. He had black curly hair, and still wore the gaudy, silver-and-blue robes that he had picked out to go to work that day.

      Now, of course, those expensive robes were speckled with the man’s blood

      “Mr. Fra’Erdolan.” Cread took a half-turn around the small oval interrogation room. It was styled in black-lacquered metal with strips of light at the floor that could be set to a disorienting brightness at a mere gesture of Cread’s hands. “I am starting to tire of this line of questioning,” the military man said in an easy tone, as if he were talking about a slightly annoying docking procedure.

      “I am beginning to wonder if you would prefer more sterile arrangements…” Commander-General Cread nodded towards the only other structure in the room: a tall iso-tube that stood on a metal base.

      The mere sight of the chamber, that everyone knew could be used to cryogenically suspend people or keep them incarcerated, drown or deliver jolts of burning field-energy, earned another animal-like whimper from Mr. Fra’Erdolan.

      “What was that?” Cread turned sharply, with a clacking sound of his metal-shod military boots.

      “N-no, please don’t… Sir…” the vape merchant said in a voice that was thickened from his now swelling lips and mouth. “I’ll tell you anything you want, I promise!”

      That’s the problem though, isn’t it? Cread’s eyes flickered over the man for a second. At a certain stage of ‘interrogation,’ the whole point and purpose of it became useless, didn’t it? The anxious, pained individual would end up saying anything that they could, if they thought that it would save them from even a moment’s more torment.

      The commander-general pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling the starting ache of a pressure headache. The pressure of his fingertips sent the biological signals to his Gene Seer modifications, releasing a wave of adrenaline that eased the pain but gave Cread a slightly jittery feeling in his jaw.

      Here I am, with multiple battlefronts opening up across non-aligned space, he grumbled to himself. Three force groups either already engaged or about to engage with the Ilythian-Mondrauk fleets, and I am trying to wrangle information from this schlub!

      But still, this was what the Eternal Empress had ordered, and so here he was. Here on the small docking-world of Welcome that was the gateway to Imperial 1. No one could dock directly with the empress’s metal sphere-world unless directly given the access codes—like he was—by the empress’s servers. Otherwise, they went through Welcome first.

      In short, Commander-General Cread was very aware that he was many, many lightyears away from the action.

      “You were selling your wares at the Ascension Bridge, were you not?” the commander-general asked, indicating the wide emporium district that edged the final spaceport that led from Welcome to Imperial 1.

      “I-I was, sir…” Mr. Fra’Erdolan nodded quickly, eager to help.

      “And that was when the containment alarms were activated around the Secari traveler, correct?” Cread said, more as a statement than a question. This was all stuff that Cread knew already, of course. He had watched the surveillance drone replays of the scene three times over, just to make sure.

      Each holo-recording displayed precisely the same thing. The Secari crab-man suddenly starting to sneeze, and the paranoid biological sensor drones throwing a light, and then a containment field around it.

      But then…

      “And it was at this point that you said that the biological sensor drone was shot down?” Cread said. He had also seen the footage suddenly stop, as the other surveillance drones recorded a flash of purple and white light.

      The Throne Marines on guard at the time had of course responded quickly and with extreme prejudice—scattering the screaming and panicking people to allow the Marines to surround the ill Secari crab-man and terminate him.

      They thought it was the crab-man who shot down the sensor drone, Cread thought. But he knew better.

      “Y-yes, sir, the Secari shot it down—” Fra’Erdolan was saying.

      “Lies!” Cread snapped, darting forward to deliver another ringing slap across the reddened cheek of the vape merchant. “That is not true, is it!?” he hissed as he drew back his hand for another blow.

      “I— I thought…” Mr. Fra’Erdolan said.

      “You thought!?” Cread growled menacingly. Stars help me from what the bulk of commonplace humanity thinks! He could have screamed, but he did not. He sighed once more and reminded himself of what precisely he was trying to achieve here. It was not the point of this interrogation to try and gain useful information from this vape merchant, after all.

      No, Commander-General Cread was only trying to find evidence of aberrance.

      “The sensor drone was not shot down by the Secari,” Cread said, gesturing with one hand for a holo-field to spring into the air beside them. It showed one of the other angles of the altercation, with the purple and white sparks frozen across the emporium of Ascension Bridge and the panicked people running. It was a still-frame, and Cread pointed toward one end of the image.

      You. Cread felt something twitch in his breast. If he was a romantic sort of a soul, he would have deemed it to be his heart.

      There on the screen, one of the running people had half-turned, exposing one side of a face that was threaded with dark lines like a tattoo. She wore a heavy traveler’s cloak, but a lock of ruby-red hair had escaped the hood, and one eye was open and was that characteristic, unique, ‘true’ viridian green color that Cread himself had picked out from the Gene Seer catalogues.

      It was her. Cread would recognize the Black Rose anywhere, despite her new facial decorations.

      And you are supposed to be dead, Cread thought with another twist of something in his heart. He should know, because he had seen her shot and dying on the floor of the garden world of Terevesin, just before he had led his team of Marines off-world and resumed his orbital bombardment of the planet.

      She shouldn’t even be alive, he thought. Not just because he had thrown kinetic spears deep into the crust of Terevesin, causing earthquakes and inferno-fires.

      But she had failed me. Cread scowled at his disfigured clone assassin—the very same one he had mentored himself. And the price of failure in Commander-General Cread’s service was always the same: death.

      “What do you know of this woman?” He indicated Black Rose, earning another low murmur of anguish from Fra’Erdolan.

      “N-nothing! Nothing at all!” the vape merchant said quickly.

      Thwack! This time, the strike was a full backhand, and one that would have hurt Cread’s hand, had he not thrown them many times in similar interrogations over the years.

      “Lies!” he barked.

      “N-no! It’s the truth, I swear!” the vape merchant cried out, and for the insolence, he earned another stinging strike. The commander-general stepped back, seeing how a look of complete despair consumed Fra’Erdolan’s face before he hung his head.

      At last, Cread thought, knowing that this was the point he had been trying to get to. He took another slow walk around the chamber, his voice calm and authoritative as he spoke.

      “This woman is wanted by the Throne Marines. By me,” he stated. “And she fled the Ascension Bridge, taking the passage-way behind your very own booth to the access tunnels and service levels below.” Admittedly, some of this was guesswork, but an hour of intense simulated intelligence analysis of all the surveillance footage of the area had concluded that was the only way that Black Rose could have evaded capture.

      Fra’Erdolan opened and closed his mouth uselessly, without saying a word.

      We’re almost there… Cread let himself indulge in a small smile. He knew already that this man probably knew nothing about Cread’s old pupil. Cread himself had trained Black Rose too well to be so frivolous as to entrust this random merchant with her safety.

      But Cread was hunting not just for his treacherous pupil but for something else as well.

      “Other people have used that access tunnel, haven’t they, Mr. Erdolan?” Cread asked.

      The vape merchant blinked. This was clearly not the direction of questioning that the man had expected when he had been hauled in here to stand before the Commander-General of the Throne Marines.

      “I, uh, I mean…” The vape merchant’s eyes suddenly went large, as he must have realized precisely what Cread was getting at.

      “Please, do not think to lie to me, Mr. Erdolan.” Cread stopped pacing, turning slowly to step toward the vape merchant. “I know that you have been trafficking in a few…untaxed goods. Buying them cheap in poorer sectors of throne space and then shipping them here—smuggling them here—to sell at higher Sector 1 prices, am I right?”

      All of this was an easy matter of record for the commander-general to prove. Cread had access to half a dozen of the most developed simulated intelligences ever created, as well as the entire surveillance network of the Throne Marines, after all. Did this two-bit vape merchant really believe that he could get away with not paying his import/export taxes?

      “It was just some chocolate and cinnamon essences from the Red Judge worlds,” Fra’Erdolan said in complete despair. In fact, the man was quite right in his estimation. Some of the more refined essences came from the harsh mining worlds of the section of humanity called the Red Judges. A little expensive perhaps on the open market, but not precisely unavailable.

      He only earned himself two thousand, three hundred, and fourteen throne credits, Cread knew. That was why the Throne Marines hadn’t taken action against him yet. A little bit of black-market competition was good for the economy, after all, and the Throne Marines liked to have the opportunity to do things like this: threaten small-time crooks like Erdolan with their own misdemeanors.

      Because then you can get them to do anything, Cread knew.

      “I want to know who your Red Judge smuggler was, what their name was, what ship they use, and where you were supposed to meet them,” Cread said as he gestured for the stilled holo-image in the air to flicker off.

      What the general hadn’t shown the vape merchant was the enlarged image of that same scene, which showed that one of the Black Rose’s hands was being held—pulled—by a large, almost six and a half foot tall human wearing the characteristic red breastplate of one of the Red Judges. And he was heading for the access tunnel behind Fra’Erdolan’s vape booth.

      And I am willing to bet that Red Judge is the same smuggler that has been supplying our Mr. Erdolan here with his untaxed essences.

      That meant that Black Rose was in touch with a band of smugglers. Which meant that she had unofficial, hidden ways to travel from one world to another.

      Which means that she could be about to do anything. Cread soured, just before the vape merchant began to talk.

      It didn’t take Erdolan long to tell Cread everything that he needed to know: that the Red Judge smuggler’s name was Captain Ugarin, once a trained Throne Marine himself—Red Judges battalion, of course, and that he piloted a vessel called the Athena. He had taken Erdolan to a disused storage depot deep in the service levels of the planet of Welcome to conduct their business—a storage depot that appeared to be Captain Ugarin and the other smugglers’ base of operations.

      Perfect. Cread was finally getting to the point where he thought that he might get somewhere—

      Just as his personal node pinged against the inside of his cuff. What now!? Cread raised his wrist to the side of his head, where the tiny lattice of crystal, threaded with gold diodes and held in a rondel of metal, activated a private field that ensured Cread wouldn’t be overheard at his end of the conversation.

      Sender:  Forward Observations Control to Commander-General Cread.

      Private Channel. Security Level: Beta-Black.

      “Commander-General, sir, you indicated that FOC was to collate information on the Ilythian-Mondrauk engagements, sir.”

      He had. Cread said nothing.

      “But one of the forward surveillance satellites has picked up something entering Sector 5 that we thought you would want to know about,” the voice on the other end said.

      “An unidentified craft, not appearing to show allegiance to either Ilythian, Mondrauks, or Throne Marines—or to any other civilization…”

      “And?” Cread’s annoyance peaked. Was his forward observation control team—the people who were meant to collate and strategize all of the deep-space surveillance satellites—really contacting him on a secure channel to tell him about some non-aligned pirate!?

      “But when we ran the scans, sir, the servers came up with this…” the voice said.

      
        
        Data Packet Received! Open Y/N?

        Y.

      

        

      
        Unidentified Craft. Barrel-design. Field-Engines.

        Database Search for Corresponding Designs…

        Match Found. Match Confirmed.

      

        

      
        Section: Xeno-Biology / Other / Errata…

        R.

        Ru’at: A cyborg race, defeated by the— ERROR! DATABASE NOT CONFIRMED!

      

      

      Cread blinked, then swore under his breath.

      “No.” This was impossible. It had to be impossible, didn’t it?

      “We were so confused, sir, that we thought you’d want to know directly,” the voice at the other end of the ansible field-link said.

      “Fine,” Cread managed to say with a choked voice. He had the sudden impression that he was teetering on the edge of a vast precipice, one which he had no idea how far down it went at all…

      The Ru’at were defeated. A defeated enemy race, Cread remembered. He knew because he had some of the best security access in the entire Reach of the Golden Throne. All detailed records of the cyborg race known as the Ru’at had been expunged from Golden Throne imperial servers at the Eternal Empress’s personal request.

      Because the Ru’at almost completely wiped out humanity before, right? Cread knew a little of the story—but only a very little. Only what the Eternal Empress herself had let slip in her rare unguarded moments.

      The Ru’at had been humanity’s most formidable enemy during the early days of human colonization of the near stars. There had been no Golden Throne back then, and no Eternal Empress. It had been out of the ruins of that war that Eternal Empress Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian the First had emerged—five hundred-odd years ago—to lead her race out into the stars. She had kept herself alive all that time thanks to the genetic treatments of the burgeoning science of the Gene Seers.

      But now the Ru’at are back, the commander-general thought. What did it mean? And how would the empress react?

      “Have you got a tracker on her?” Cread asked sourly.

      “It’s hard to tell, sir, given the difference in jump technology, but our server analysis has a best-guess on trajectory of travel, given an analysis of her energy signatures.”

      “Good enough,” Cread grumped. “Send it to my personal node,” he barked, before ending the conversation with a flick of his wrist.

      This is something new. There is too much happening all at once. Cread tapped his chin thoughtfully. He had Black Rose, the deadliest rogue assassin under the Reach of the Golden Throne, to attend to. He also had a war against the combined Ilythian-Mondrauks to fight.

      And now I have an ancient alien race rearing its ugly little cyborg head, as well… Cread frowned to himself as he tried to figure out what to do first.

      “Uh… Commander-General sir?” mumbled the constrained vape merchant in his chair. “I-I’ve told you everything, sir…” he mumbled. “There’s nothing else that I know, not about the sensor drone or the smugglers, I promise! I’ll pay back every credit I made on the essences—”

      Ah yes, Cread remembered what he had to do first. He calmly drew his laser blaster from his hip and shot the vape merchant Fra’Erdolan between the eyes, not even stopping to admire his marksmanship as he turned for the doors.

      “Central?” He tapped his node. “I want a team of advance Throne Marines to capture or kill all targets located at service depot 14, level 7 access tunnels, Welcome,” he commanded the mainframe security servers.

      “I also want my personal Reaver to be operational by the time I get to her,” he informed them. He felt a little bad about not sticking around to see the capture or demise of the Black Rose, but she had failed him after all. What loyalty or attention did he owe her now?

      And besides which, Cread knew that the Eternal Empress would probably be far more pleased with the capture of her ancient enemy, wouldn’t she?

      And if she isn’t… the sly thought flickered through the commander-general’s mind. If she isn’t, then maybe at last I’ll know one of her only weaknesses.

      Commander-General Cread had a lot to do, but he was smiling wolfishly as he stepped out of Throne Marine Interrogation Room 18, nodding for the cleanup drone to enter the room behind him and get on with its messy work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Ru’at Module 2305

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 5: Non-Aligned Space

      

      “You made friends with an ancient race of cyborgs who are historically the enemy of your people, they gave you this ship, and now you believe them when they told you how to get to Earth?” the long-limbed, silvery-pale Ilythian agent Dchllyiealoparisaan—or ‘Dalia’ to her human friends—said. Dalia had slightly larger eyes than a human’s, and hair as white as snow held back in a long braid that ran down the center of her back. Currently she was slumped in one of the assistant-control chairs a few meters away from Anders’s own, and not looking very friendly at all.

      Anders, too, felt a little awkward about this entire situation, their new sort-of allies in the Ru’at, and this ship—or as the holo-screen ahead of him called it:

      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305.

        >>8000x ghz Field Energy Capacitors (2 Cylinder; 4 Chamber).

        >> Magnetic Acceleration Propulsion Drives.

        >>Magnetic-Graviton Gravity Inducers.

        >>Auto-Assist Intelligence Mainframe (Non-conscious Design).

        >>Water/Biological Reclamation and Recycling Unit.

        >>Secure Lock-down/Iso/Escape Pods (x6).

        >>Medical Unit (x1); Automated Biological and Cybernetic tools.

        Armaments…

        >>Triple-plated Hull; Magnetic Polarization.

        >>Forward Heavy Meson Beam (Direct Capacitor Feed-in).

        >>Photon Rail Guns (x2).

      

      

      “Well, I wouldn’t precisely say that we made friends…” Anders, ex-Military Police Officer, pointed out from where he sat. His central command chair extended from the ceiling of the perfectly white-metal room, curving into a form-fitting chair with side-control bars and handles, while holo-screens were arrayed around him in a semi-circle.

      In fact, the Ru’at orbs had counseled leaving you two back there at the Well of Souls for dead, Anders thought, but didn’t say. It was only his insistence, and his breaking through the hypnosis or conditioning that they had placed on the younger human natural psychic Jake, that meant that his friends Dalia and Patch McGuire were here and alive at all.

      “He speaks the truth,” Jake interjected from where he stood before one of the holo-screens, examining the star map displayed. His hair was still a ragged, dark mop, and his face still appeared somewhat gaunt, but gone were the nervous twitches and pained, haunted expressions that Anders had seen more and more over the past few weeks.

      That wasn’t the only change that had happened in the young PK. Jake now wore white service robes donated by the Ru’at, and he had silver bits of metal adorning his temples and hands. They made it look as though some his tendons and veins had been filled with mercury and risen to the surface.

      “Fascinating…” said Patch McGuire, now apparently recovered from his suffocation on the Well of Souls as he advanced on Jake with a look of curiosity. He was attempting to study the younger human’s cybernetic implants.

      Trust a Voider to find that interesting at a time like this, Anders groaned inwardly. Cybernetics were, of course, outlawed across the entire Reach of the Golden Throne. Jake was now one of a very select number who bore direct mechanical and electrical implants in the flesh of his body. The others were all half-crazed Void pirates, getting heretical back-planet doctors to hack and modify their bodies.

      But Jake’s implants were clearly of a completely different caliber than those fumbling attempts, Anders could see. And he was probably the only PK ever to have them, too.

      “When the Ru’at took me—” Jake said, frowning as Anders saw him trying to remember.

      When they kidnapped you, you mean, the ex-officer thought.

      “They made me better,” he said, causing a small growl from Dalia, who clearly liked it about as much as Anders did. “They did something to my neural networks, which means that I now have better access to my powers.” Jake raised one hand to where the tendons on the back were laced with silver wires.

      In response, the assembled collection of Ru’at meson blasters and handheld weapons that the team had brought with them lifted from the weapons stand against the far wall and started to dance around each other in a delicate aerial ballet.

      “Hss!” Dalia immediately straightened up, and Anders could see why. Having a meson blaster apparently unguided and uncontrolled floating a few meters away would be enough to make anyone nervous.

      “I can’t hear the Archon anymore, either,” Jake said.

      At least that is a relief, Anders had to concede. Both he and Jake had experienced direct mind-to-mind contact with the awful, god-like intelligence that was instigating the war. The Archon had abandoned Anders’s mind almost as soon as it had arrived, not finding any fertile PK abilities there, but with Jake, it had seemed to find a window through which either of them could peer at—or possibly influence—the other.

      “When the Ru’at remade me,” Jake said, “It was like I was a node connected up to a vast data network.”

      “Go on!” Patch said excitedly.

      “I can’t explain it well enough, but I know that the Ru’at don’t really see any need for lying,” Jake explained, turning back to point at one small blue vector on the star map. “And when they say that these coordinates are Earth, then I don’t see any reason to disbelieve them.”

      Dalia grumbled from her chair, clearly having drawn other conclusions. “And they told you that this home world of yours was actually still occupied?”

      “Kept a secret by the Eternal Empress.” Jake nodded. “And used as her hidden facility to house the LOHIU.”

      “That’s voice who helped us? The psychic?” Anders clarified. This part, too, he believed—if only for the fact that he had no other way to explain the mysterious child’s voice that had approached them through the field ansible links, guiding them on in their quest, and blowing the machinery behind her, too.

      “I still think that we should focus on defeating the Throne Marines…” Dalia said sourly. As well she might, Anders noted with some empathy. Her people, the Ilythians, had been used as a scapegoat to start the war.

      But despite Anders’s empathy for her cause, he had to admit the obvious.

      “Dalia…” he murmured. “The numbers.” The Ilythians had lost almost a half of their war fleet in the battles and skirmishes already, and the Throne Marines were almost triple their size.

      “And the clones,” Patch interjected. That seemed to sway Dalia’s opinion, as she and every other person in the room remembered how just a small group of human psychics, cloned from Jake here himself, had obliterated themselves in a wave of psychic inferno, appearing like a multi- thermo-nuclear detonation that had wiped out half of Jakka.

      “All the empress has to do is to land a couple more teams like that on Ilythia and—” Patch blundered on.

      “Okay! I get it! Earth it is then.” Dalia glowered at everyone, and then at the walls. “How far is it from non-aligned space?”

      Anders squinted at the holo-screens to get a better picture of the distances. He wasn’t even sure how far this barrel-shaped Rua’t ship could jump in one go. And it didn’t help that the ‘bridge’ of non-aligned space that separated Golden Throne territories from the Mondrauks and the Ilythians was rife with nebulas and pulsars and quantum disturbances. That was what made it uninhabited and had been a perfect no-alien’s land between the different civilizations.

      And now home to an inter-stellar war, too, Anders groaned.

      “Deep-field scanners,” he called out, hoping that the Ru’at ship would recognize his controls, or rather that the alien Ru’at ship even had voice-activated controls… “Calculate jumps necessary to reach destination,” Anders was saying, just as there was a snarl of static from the alien ship’s speakers.

      “Multiple vessels identified point-three lightyears rim-wards from current location. Open broadcasting on all low-range frequencies.”

      “All low-range frequencies?” Anders frowned. That was standard emergency distress protocol for human civilian ships. “Someone’s in trouble.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s our allies,” Dalia pointed out.

      Anders suppressed a feral growl. “They’re in trouble, Dalia!” he reminded her. Anders Corsigon had been a military police officer, but still a police officer. It had been up to him to walk the streets of New Gate City on his own birth planet of Hecta 7. It wasn’t in his nature to be the sort of person to leave a distress signal untended.

      “People could be hurt. People need us,” he said, already lifting the control bars and swinging the Ru’at ship toward the new target. “And we’re going to help them!” Anders said, depressing the master switch for the jump controls and kicking out at the lever for his foot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Auto-Defense

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305/Field Capacitors.

        >>Coordinates Locked.

        >>70% Complete…

        >>75% Complete…

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization.

        >>85% Complete…

      

      

      “And we’re here!” Patch cried out as the holo-screens of the outside of space shifted and blurred, flaring from the shimmering white of burning quantum particles to the fiery oranges and reds of regular space.

      Easy! Anders gritted his teeth as the Ru’at module shook with its sudden displacement into the regular reality of particles and space-time, but suddenly, all of the vibrations stopped and the burst of flames vanished as the module automatically washed the outer hull with a magnetic pulse.

      Ahead of them on the holo-screen, Anders could see the stars and the darks of between-stars, as well as the misty swathes of purples, greens, and blues of the distant chaotic nebula that filled this area of no-alien’s space.

      As well as a ship, listing to one side and spilling flares of sparks from a dark, ugly rent across its hull—

      
        
        Ship-to-ship Messaging System…

        >>Low-frequency Transmission/All Frequencies.

        >>This is the Proximus Republic Yacht-Class Spinoza. We’re under attack. Please send aid.

      

      

      And the vessels that had caused the damage were still right there, too. Two super-fast Throne Marine attack fighters, already turning to engage with the new enemy.

      “Two vectors, coming in hub-wise and rim-ward!” Anders heard Dalia suddenly enervate into action. Every sign of weariness and distrust that Anders had seen previously had vanished.

      “Where are the damn controls!” the Ilythian hissed from her second’s chair as Jake smoothly cut in.

      “Ship, send co-piloting controls to Ilythian passenger,” he said. Anders guessed that his ‘connection’ with the Ru’at mainframe had given him insight into everything that this ship could or couldn’t do.

      In response to the psychic’s commands, the chair that Dalia sat in—one of two side by side and looking exactly the same in upholstered white, body-form faux leather—suddenly rose in a smooth movement as foot-pedals extended from the base and two control arms detached from the underside of the chair to meet the Ilythian’s hands.

      
        
        >>Co-command Chair Activating.

        >>Delivering Auto-Assist Controls.

      

      

      The ship’s mainframe computer bleeped in its sterile, electronic voice through the white, oval command room as a half-shell of a flickering blue holo-field suddenly sprang to life around Dalia’s head, just like the one that extended around Anders, moving and turning with every move of her head.

      “Propulsion… Guns….” Anders heard Dalia say.

      
        
        >>Transfer Photon Railgun Controls to Co-command?

      

      

      The auto-intelligent mainframe suggested this in a line of glittering neon green in Anders’s holo-helmet. The ex-officer instantly grunted the affirmative as he concentrated on flying the enemy vessel.

      
        
        >>Warning! Target Lock Detected!

      

      

      Unfortunately, Anders was still a human pilot in a cyborg alien vessel. Although the Ru’at had developed their ship with every precaution to make it functional for its differently-adjusted citizens, it wasn’t quite fast enough.

      ‘Hub-wise’ and ‘rim-ward’ apparently meant right and left, Anders realized, as he saw that the two fighters—each one a glittering stiletto of sleek black and gold metal—release a barrage of their own meson fire in a classic pincer move.

      “Down!” Anders hissed as he forced the two control levers at his chair’s side down, making the pointed nose of the cylinder-like Ru’at ship swoop.

      The first line of glowing purple and white meson bolts missed them, soaring over the back of the spinning wheel that was the rear half of the module.

      But the second line had been fired in the standard attack vector, Anders suddenly realized, as the Ru’at vessel shook and the alarms blared.

      
        
        >>Ship Impact!

        >>>>Outer Shields -55%

        >>>>Hull Three Compromised. Classification: SEVERE

      

      

      I should have known! Anders cursed in an instant.

      The classic Throne Marine attack vector for single-pilot fighter craft was to attack in a cross formation, to make sure that there was positively no way for the enemy to escape or evade. Each fighter approached from the left and right, while they shot in both up and down directions.

      The screen suddenly veered as the Ru’at ship was rocked off course.

      That’s the plan. Disorient. Frack Stuff Dead. Anders grimaced. “Dalia!”

      “Already on it.” The Ilythian had the two control levers in hand and had already worked out how to control the two railguns on top of the Ru’at module, as there was a different, tandem vibration that rolled through the vessel.

      On the outside, the two guns fired in accordance with Dalia’s arm movements, drawing lines of bursting fire as the guns sought out the racing, flitting attack fighters.

      
        
        >>Direct Hit!

      

      

      Anders turned his head for the tracking shell of his personal holo-helmet to follow his gaze, showing the flaring blue of one of the attack fighter’s shields as it took the Ru’at photon barrage, spinning it end over end.

      But one round of photons wasn’t enough to completely break through the fighter’s shields, Anders saw, as the other craft was curving in an arc behind them, a perfect predatory maneuver.

      “Stars damn it!” Anders realized that their primary weapon, the heavy meson beam, was mounted at the pointed nosecone of the Ru’at module. No means of directing it straight back at their enemy.

      
        
        >>Defense Auto-Assist Computer.

        >>>>Initiating Micro-jump in 5…4…3…

        >>>>Override? Y/N

      

      

      “What!?” Anders spat. He had no idea what even the ‘defense auto-assist computer’ was, let alone why it thought a micro-jump was a good idea.

      Which it never is, right? The human cursed, releasing one of the levers to reach up to try and get a hand to the holo-controls that would override the computer-controlled function.

      Micro-jumps are always a terrible idea, Anders thought. They were calculated so fast, and with such fine variables, that they only worked sixty percent or so of the time.

      “Anders, trust!” Jake called out as the pilot’s hand punched toward his holo-control shell—

      
        
        >>>>…2…1…

      

      

      Anders’s gloved finger stabbed the override function as the glowing green ‘1’ suddenly switched to red, and the entire Ru’at module shook.

      He was too late, and the cyborg computers too fast.

      Lines of blazing white particles flared over the outer viewing screens, then wavered and glitched as the Rua’t field capacitors sent a bubble of quantum energy ahead and behind the module in a rippling waveform. It tore apart the nearby rubrics of space-time, and the ship’s outer holo-screens went black for a heartbeat.

      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305/Field Capacitors.

        >>Co-ordinates Locked.

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization…

      

      

      The screens suddenly came back online, populated with stars, nebulas, and attack vectors.

      And Anders saw that the auto-defense computer had jumped them just half a klick behind their previous position—directly behind the predatory Marine attack fighter.

      “Forward meson beam!” Anders called, an old habit of telegraphing his commands out loud that he had picked up in Marine training. The disturbing irony that he was probably acting in exactly the same way as his enemies were, inside their own cockpits, was not lost on the ex-officer.

      In response to his commands, however, two buttons at the ends of his command levers lit up a glowing red as he depressed them forcefully.

      The entire command chair that Anders was sitting on jolted in sympathy with the cycling explosion that burst from the nosecone of the Ru’at craft. The heavy meson beam took its power directly from the field capacitors—the ‘engines’ that powered the entire craft, everything from its life support to its shields to its propulsion.

      Raw quantum energy punched forward in a lance of burning white straight into the rear of the Throne Marine Attack fighter. Anders saw a brief flicker of the throne craft’s rear shells before they were overcome in a micro-second, and the wave of power crashed into the rear field generators and hold of the enemy vessel.

      The Throne Marine fighter rolled end-over-end, spilling its metal hull plates, sparks, and internal flight-organs as it was torn apart before exploding in a ball of plasma.

      “Well done!” Patch McGuire breathed. Anders was already lifting their nose away from the scattering debris to veer toward the final throne craft.

      It was already a tiny vector in the distance, where it was trying desperately to escape. Anders’s flickering target vector couldn’t get it.

      Dalia growled fiercely, already firing barrages of twin photon bolts after it, but it was too late. By the time that the photon bolts had reached it, the fighter had already flared and rippled into the white of quantum jump-plasma, flickering out of existence.

      “Frack it!” Anders growled in frustration, sharing a dark look with his co-command. From the equal look of frustration on her face, Anders was sure that she knew just what he was thinking before he announced it.

      “It’s gone back to wherever their home carrier-ship is. They’ll come back with reinforcements, for sure.” He grimaced.

      “Then we’d better help them get out of here while we can, boss.” Patch was already nodding back to the listing Yacht-class ship off to one side of them.
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            Plasma in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1: Welcome

      

      “You’ll need a nuke. No, actually, you’ll need more than one,” stated Captain Ugarin, the giant of a man with a curly black beard as he squinted at the strip of holo-fabric with some very spurious guesswork depicted on it.

      The designs were of the suspected layout of the vast metal station-citadel known as Imperial 1 that hovered just a little way from the administrative world of Welcome, and was also the home of the Eternal Empress herself.

      “I don’t need nukes,” stated one of the other occupants of the darkened service depot where this secret meeting was taking place, deep in the subterranean heart of Welcome. This was Black Rose, sitting on the rusted metal stool beside the old metal storage crates that Captain Ugarin’s resistance group were using.

      Rose still wore her voluminous service trench coat, and underneath that, a motley of fatigues over her fine-mesh combat body form. The clone assassin flicked a piece of non-existent lint from her folded knees and wondered why she felt so anxious.

      Because I’ve never tried to kill someone so powerful? These emotion things were a relatively new experience to her, she was forced to admit to herself. In her previous life as the commander-general’s chosen dagger, her psycho-biological conditioning meant that she could turn her emotions on and off at will.

      But now? Her hand twitched as a needle-like migraine started up somewhere behind her right eye.

      “You’re wrong,” said another voice, as another of their number, a dark-haired woman, walked forward into the dim light. This was Colonel Chanda Keel, a stern, forty-something military commander of the New Dawn Group—the freedom fighters of the Proximius Republic who were committed to freeing their territory from the yoke of the Golden Throne.

      Black Rose looked at the woman dispassionately. It was a little strange to consider how many of her soldiers Rose had killed in the name of the empress… “Don’t underestimate me,” she said.

      “Pfagh!” Colonel Keel dismissed Rose’s declaration with a snort and one dismissive wave. “I’m sure that you’re fine one-on-one, but against Imperial 1!? The most well-guarded place under the entire Reach of the Golden Throne?”

      “You’d be surprised at what I can do,” Rose said with a touch of a growl. It was surprising what the clone assassin, a product of half a dozen genetic sequences from some of the best Throne Marines as well as famous human athletes and at least one serial killer, could do when pushed. She had been purposefully dropped into pirate and New Dawn bases, as well as secretly boarding Mondrauk Hammer ships in deep space, all with the sole intention—and result—of killing everyone on board.

      Sneaking into places and being very horrible to the people she found inside, was her specialty, Commander-General Cread had always claimed.

      “Don’t care how big your ego is, darling,” Colonel Keel said. “This is our resistance, and it could be we only get one chance at this.” She nodded to the other shadowy members of the command-group who sat around them… There was a willowy man from the now-destroyed garden worlds, traditionally peaceful humans and close allies to the Ilythians. On the other side was another Red Judge in her crimson battle-plate. She was shaved bald and appeared to be one of Captain Ugarin’s subordinates.

      “And if we agree that we’re going to need nukes to do the job, then that is what we’re going to do, understand?” Keel said as she nodded to the willowy Terevesin man, who nodded.

      “We have…something similar,” he said. “And it’s on its way here now, disguised, obviously.”

      Colonel Keel nodded as though this was information that she expected or knew already but had just wanted confirmed.

      The garden worlds have nukes? Black Rose frowned. She had never heard of the peaceful plant scientists ever even wearing weapons! But times are changing, aren’t they? The garden worlds had seen their own worlds destroyed, and they had spent the last century or so developing their plant genetic technology—the very same stuff that was keeping Rose alive right now, visible in black, root-like threads under her skin. The assassin wondered just what she would be capable of doing after all that tragedy.

      “Settled,” Ugarin said gruffly. “We coordinate the attacks. Black Rose makes her inception just after we detonate.” He nodded to Rose.

      “Before,” Rose said immediately, earning a cough of disbelief from both Red Judges.

      “You on a suicide mission, girl?” the bald judge asked.

      “Not at all,” Black Rose explained. “It just makes better strategic sense this way. If your attack is foiled, or fails, then the Eternal Empress and all of Imperial 1 will be on heightened alert. And even if you do detonate, there’s no guarantee that the empress doesn’t have security bunkers and measures already in place. She might evacuate Imperial 1, which means you might not get another chance.” Rose stated what, for her lifetime of military strategy, was blindingly obvious.

      “Instead, I infiltrate before, isolate the empress’s security bunker or escape methods, and attack when the alarm is raised. She’ll be at her most vulnerable at that point, and I have to already be in place to be able to strike.”

      “Ugh!” Keel threw up her hands. “And just how do you plan to sneak yourself past the Ascension Bridge and onto Imperial 1!?” she said in clear exasperation.

      Ah. Black Rose couldn’t help a small frown to appear on her features. This was the part that she hadn’t quite worked out, yet…

      “Precisely! You have no idea!” Colonel Keel said, just as Rose saw a very small dot of red light appear in the center of the colonel’s chest.

      A tracking light, Rose registered, already pushing up from her rusted stool just as all hell broke loose around her.

      TZZRK! The first fizz of charged laser particles hit Colonel Keel precisely where the red light had been, sending the woman flying backwards.

      “Marines!” roared Ugarin. Black Rose was already rolling from her stool and across the floor.

      TZZRK! FZZT! More gleaming crimson bolts were drawing lines in the air above her head as the assassin hit the back of the storage box table, hearing thumps, gurgling breath, and then finally, silence.

      Rose held her breath. The room behind her was still, but it was the sort of battle-pause that the woman knew well. They’re taking stock, she told herself. It was a normal Throne Marine tactic. Charge in, dominate the field, and then wait to see if there were any survivors left for them to kill.

      The neon flare of the lantern light still barely illuminated the dark room, revealing the hazy white mist that came with burning oxygen particles…and clothes.

      But Black Rose, at last, felt at home. She steadied herself, took a breath, then in one smooth movement half-raised from her crouch to smash the lantern from the box-table with the side of one of her pistols and fall back, flat to the floor in one movement.

      FZZRK! A sudden barrage of bolts slammed into the table where the lantern had been—which was now dark and in pieces against the wall.

      Rose didn’t flinch. She didn’t even move from her prone position as she felt the heat of the burning particles pass over her and around her. Her fine training and biological conditioning had already informed her—almost as good as a simulated intelligence could—that the Marines would react, rather than respond. They would unthinkingly aim at the moving light, not at who had caused it. And now it was pitch-black in the storage depot.

      Just how the Black Rose liked to work.

      She hoped that Captain Ugarin and his second—and the garden worlder, if he was still alive—would have enough sense to stay still, but the clone assassin also knew that there was nothing she could do about that if they decided to be stupid.

      What she could do, however, was use her twenty-something years of biological conditioning, augmented with an array of Gene Seer tricks and hacks that had been designed especially for her physiology…

      “Activate bio-interference…” she breathed, for the small black-market node that she had stolen from one of the more nefarious vendors on Welcome to start working. Rose knew that there were many types of personal nodes: tiny data collectors, ansibles, and field generators that allowed any civilian under the Reach of the Golden Throne access to the data-net.

      But this one was one of the rarer nodes that came out of the non-aligned worlds—of which there were few, given the imperialistic reach of the throne. It was already emitting the faintest of fields around Rose’s form, designed to hide her biological, magnetic, and thermal signatures.

      1…2…3… Next, Black Rose allowed her breathing to steady and her heart to slow as she changed the slightest of her own biological outputs to enhance the effects of the black-market node. She might not be able to completely make herself invisible, but she hoped that at least the heat-trackers that the Marine kill-team would have in their helmets would find her difficult to target.

      And when this was done, she moved.

      Rose rolled, soft and quiet, to where her strategic memory remembered that the side of the room was, pulling herself up short before she thumped into the wall.

      She turned her head, and her pupils widened—cat-like, owing to her thin strand of Ilythian gene structure—to make the black room brighten for her into a sea of deep and light grays.

      Rose did not have automatic heat-sensors, but her biological skills were almost as good…

      In fact, better than expected. She blinked as she saw the two exits—one at either end of the room—and shapes starting to carefully pad in from both. Bulky shapes. Throne Marines wearing the graphene-carbonate body armor that was their trademark, with their heavy blasters held high.

      Yes, Rose’s vision was far better than what she had thought it would be. She could even feel a slight pressure behind her eyes somehow, as if her body was working to enhance her vision, unbidden.

      It’s the Terevesin bio-serum, Rose realized. She had been dying on the garden world of Terevesin until the envoy of the world had injected her with this strange mixture of rhizomatic plant structures, causing the black thread-like veins to grow under the surface of her skin.

      And they are changing me, aren’t they? Rose realized. They were making her…something other.

      The closer Marines must have had some kind of night vision sensors in place, as they were moving with the perfect, steady precision of an execution squad. She saw the nearest one take a few steps in her direction before pausing and swinging his blaster across the rest of the darkened room, while behind him, another two stepped out of the corridor.

      Rose moved, rolling with the softest of touches to the hard floor, slapping one gloved palm on the concrete at the last moment to push herself to spring upward.

      “Urk!” Rose had abandoned the laser blaster from one hand and was instead using her dagger, plunging it into the least-protected part of one Marine’s neck, where the rubber seal rose between collar and helmet.

      The assassin’s strike was surgical. The Throne Marine crumpled and went down as Rose slipped his heavy blaster from his hands and rolled out of the way to the side of the door.

      “Burgess!” hissed the next Marine, turning to doubtless see their colleague lying on the floor, crumpled and dead. Rose watched with her new eyes and listened with her heightened ears as the confusion played out in front of her.

      “Control! Burgess is down!” said the next Marine, crouching by the body as the one behind him stepped forward to take his place.

      “Red Group! What’s going on over there?” Rose heard the other team of four Marines at the far side of the room hiss in alarm—

      “RAGH!” A sudden bark of rage as Rose saw a monolithic form raise from behind one of the storage crates—Captain Ugarin!—to fire a trio of blaster shots at the opposing team before diving toward the floor and more cover of the stacked boxes on the far side of the room.

      A groan as one of the Marines from the opposing group hit the floor, and the rest fired.

      Ugarin, you fool! Rose hissed as she slid down to press herself to the corner where wall met floor. A plasma bolt hit the wall over her head, and suddenly, the air was burning with crisscrossing beams of light.

      “Argh!” Another shout as one of the Throne Marines nearest to Rose fell from ‘friendly fire,’ which did not look very friendly.

      “Cease your firing! Hold fire!” Rose heard the one remaining Marine at her end shouting from his crouch.

      She moved, rolling across the floor behind the Marine and thumping the heavy blaster into the back of his neck, in that corresponding place where the back plate ended and the Marine’s collar began. She expertly angled the blaster upward, pointing up the back of the Throne Marine’s helmet to the nape of the man’s neck.

      “Don’t say a word—” the assassin whispered, low and as seductive as a creeping spider, into the side of the Marine’s microphone.

      “Red Team, come in!” her heightened hearing could hear the dull fuzz of the man’s suit-to-suit communicators. “Report, Red Team!”

      “Everything’s fine, isn’t it?” Rose whispered, nudging the heavy meson blaster a little against the Marine’s neck.

      “I know who you are—” the Throne Marine whispered back. The previous incarnation of Black Rose probably would have killed him for just the merest sign of defiance, but she could read fear and anxiety in his voice as well. She just hoped there was enough of it for her to complete her plan.

      “Tell them you’ve isolated the shooter. They’re to move forward into the room,” Rose whispered.

      Which will make them cross Ugarin’s line of fire, she knew, and hoped that Ugarin and his second—if she still lived—would have the sense to take advantage of the small opportunity.

      “Red Team, I’m reading two injured suit signals. What’s your status? Report!” the man’s suit-to-suit communicator buzzed.

      “Why the frack should I help you?” the Marine grunted under his breath, as apparently even the anxiety and fear wasn’t enough to override his own biological conditioning.

      “Do you want to live to get to your bed tonight, Marine, or…” Rose shoved the heavy blaster once more.

      “Go frack yourself!” the Marine snapped as suddenly he was engulfed in a plume of white smoke.

      Choke grenade! Rose kicked the Marine forward as she rolled backward, clamping her eyes and mouth shut, even as they started to burn at the same time.

      Idiot! She cursed both herself and the Throne Marine ahead of her, too. The man’s biological conditioning had clearly been too strong, and during her threatening, he must have been worming a hand to the edge of his own utility belt to pull the pin on the smoke cylinders that were used to choke out a room.

      “She’s right behind me! Light her up!” she heard the Marine shouting as he sprang to his feet and dove out of the way. His heavy battle-encounter suit protected him from the worst of the heat and the choking smoke that his grenade released.

      Dammit! Rose slid behind the body of one of the downed Marines as the room lit up in strobing flashes of plasma-fire.

      “For the Red!” She heard a roar, and a gurgling shout as Captain Ugarin must have decided to start firing. It was mayhem, and the body that she was hiding behind suddenly thumped, twice, with the impact of meson blaster-bolts.

      Then, everything fell quiet for a moment.

      Rose kicked outward, diving back the way she had come in a leap as she fired the stolen heavy blaster. In an instant, her Ilythian, Gene Seer, and garden world-enhanced eyes picked out the targets.

      Two Marines left of the four at the end of the room. How the other two had fallen, as well as the one that she had been momentarily holding hostage, she had no idea, but she fired two barrage bolts at them as their own blasters rose up to track her movement.

      One of her shots hit true, slamming the Marine backward into the corridor that they had just stepped out from. The other spun the next to one side as his own shot skimmed an inch from Rose’s leaping form.

      Ooof! She landed heavily on the floor, already rolling to bring her heavy blaster up once again—

      To see Captain Ugarin rising like a giant out of the choking white smoke, his eyes streaming from the choke grenade as he shot the final Marine with a scatter of bolts before turning to roar at Rose.

      “Come on! The others are dead! We have to—”

      FZZRK! There was a flash of crimson from behind him, and Ugarin suddenly fell forward. It was the Throne Marine she herself had shot, and who had fallen backwards into the corridor. He clearly wasn’t dead, just injured.

      “Hss!” Rose snarled in a surprisingly Ilythian way as she snapped her heavy meson blaster towards the injured Marine and fired a trio of immediate and deadly bolts to silence the man.

      “Ugarin!” she said, rushing to her feet as soon as the silence fell, ignoring the burning pain in her lungs, her eyes, nose, and anywhere that her skin was exposed to the elements.

      “Rose…” She found the giant of a Red Judge gurgling on the floor. Somehow, he had fallen with his ruined back to the ground, a small fact for which Black Rose found herself grateful. “No time. They found us. You have to…” He coughed, his eyes fluttering almost shut.

      “Ugarin! Keep it together!” Black Rose snapped, feeling a new sort of emotion in her chest. Sadness.

      “Hah!” The Red Judge resistance fighter whispered, “Too late for me. Here… All the plans we have…” The man lifted one shaking, gloved hand, gigantic in its metal gauntlet, with pistons and wires sweeping backwards.

      And the soon-to-be-late Captain Ugarin dropped his own personal node, a red lattice crystal held in silvered metal, into her hand. “Voice activation Ugarin Volkov…” the Red Judge coughed. “Complete activation controls given to…” He nodded weakly to the woman crouched beside him.

      “Rose,” she said simply. She had no other name than that, but the Red Judge’s node flashed once as it accepted her voice signature.

      The clone assassin looked to the giant of a man who had saved her life twice now and said nothing as their eyes met one final time, for him to nod briefly before he died. Rose knew that the man had lived and died according to his own will and honor, and that there was nothing she could have done to save him.

      But still, this new feeling in her chest throbbed.

      Sadness. So this is what you feel like, Rose thought. Her eyes were streaming, but she told herself that it was because of the slowly-dissipating noxious fumes of the choke grenade. It surely couldn’t be anything else, could it?
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      Sector 5: Non-Aligned Space

      

      The Spinoza was shaped like an elephant’s tusk, tapering and clad with the gray panels shot through with orange and blue markings of the Proximus Republic. Small port windows sat along its edge like gleaming jewels as the Ru’at module’s hull lights caught them. Large cylindrical holds covered its belly and sides—presumably viewing galleys, storage, and berth rooms for the passengers it contained.

      Once contained, Anders corrected himself when he saw that at least two of those cylindrical hulls were torn apart, their metal slagged and twisted where internal explosions must have followed the punching fire of the Throne Marine attack fighters.

      “Unidentified vessel! This is Captain Solaris of the Spinoza. Thank you, thank you!” the ship-to-ship intercom speakers blared. Anders found that he was incredibly grateful that there was at least someone living on board the Proximus vessel, and that he wasn’t completely too late.

      “Proximus Republic Vessel Spinoza, this is Lieutenant Corsigon of the…” Anders clicked the ship-to-ship intercom, only to hesitate when he considered precisely what it was that he was commanding right now.

      “Damn it. What should I call us?” He clicked the silencer button as he consulted the rest of the crew.

      “We are Module 2305,” Jake said in his ‘newer’ and slightly deadpan way. Anders didn’t like it.

      “The Barrel,” Patch suggested with a note of worried amusement.

      “Something with a little more dignity, please,” Anders groaned.

      “The No-Fracking-Clue-How-Anything-Works,” Dalia grumbled under her breath, which Anders considered was also a rather unhelpful suggestion, all things considered.

      But then it was Moriarty, strangely, that came up with a much better alternative.

      “Sir, ships are traditionally assigned names upon their maiden voyage, and designed to indicate expected outcomes or qualities,” the machine intelligence stated. “For example, the Endurance, the Quicksilver, the Lightning-Rod…”

      “Uh-huh,” Anders thought.

      “However, it occurs to me,” the suave voice of the complex set of algorithms continued, “that there is an alternative tradition, if the ship is renamed thanks to re-chartering, or new ownership. Voiders as well as space pirates routinely name how they acquired their craft, the Snitch, the Re-fit Princess, the Good Wager, being prime examples.”

      Anders’s mind alighted on the new name immediately as he switched on the ship-to-ship intercom system again. “Spinoza, we are the Unexpected Hope, a non-aligned vessel who are here to offer aid. What is your life support condition?”

      “Unexpected Hope, despite appearances, our life support is good. We have atmospheric controls on decks one through fourteen, but fifteen to twenty-one is out. Please dock at fourteen,” Captain Solaris stated.

      “Confirm deck fourteen, over-and-out.” Anders clicked off the communicator and looked at the rest of his crew proudly. It felt good to be helping people again in more practical ways.

      “Unexpected Hope?” Dalia was looking at him cynically.

      “What? It’s a good name!” the self-appointed captain stated.

      “You do realize that abbreviates to UH, don’t you?” Dalia said exasperatedly. “You might as well have gone with my No Fracking Clue!”
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        * * *

      

      In slow-motion ballet, the Unexpected Hope edged itself along the slowly-turning Spinoza, matching the thing’s roll as small sparks fizzed and played out from the broken bulkheads below. The cruiser might still have life support, but that did not mean that it had any stabilizers, or apparently working engines.

      “Patch?” Anders said without raising his head to look as he concentrated on the tricky docking procedure. Usually there would be guidance lights and shared ship-to-ship data that would allow both docking vessels to match speed, velocity, and rotation, but this had to be done by hand and eye coordination alone.

      “Get the engines working on that boat, got it, boss,” Patch said, already moving to the blank patch of white metal in the command wall that they had figured out was the nearest door. There were no keys or passcodes, however, as the door smoothly folded upwards on itself to reveal the short passageway to the main hold of the Unexpected Hope in the rear of the barrel-shape, with other similarly featureless doors that could open to storage lockers or medical bays.

      The one thing they forgot in this place, Anders thought, was sleeping berths.

      But then again, the human wondered if the feral, crazed cyborgs that he had seen on the world called the Well, and had once been the intended crew of Module 2305, even needed to sleep at all.

      Whatever. Anders shook his head. The first priority was to get the jump engines on the Spinoza working. It had to be, Anders knew, because unless the ship could jump, there was no way that they could get them out of there before the Throne Marine reinforcements arrived.

      Always under pressure, Anders sighed as he fixed his eyes on the one darkened rectangle he had been aiming for and swept the Unexpected Hope in.
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        * * *

      

      The port on deck fourteen of the Proximus ship was wide enough to accommodate the Ru’at craft several times over, and Anders was pleased to note the small flicker of blue energy as they crossed the threshold. The Spinoza clearly still had field generators, enough to hold the gravity and atmosphere on these upper decks, and just enough to power the jump engines, he hoped.

      The lights inside the long gallery of walkways and hangar bays flickered off and on as the Unexpected Hope hovered silently toward the nearest empty bay. The module craft’s lights revealed the backs and noses of many different sorts of crafts already on board, most of them pleasure-cruisers or private jets, and not one of them looking capable of standing up for itself in a fight.

      “Ooh! I can do something with those!” Patch was already excitedly moving back and forth in front of the holo-screen, picking out some of the larger vessels. “That one there’s a Luxury Goliath. It has capacitors almost big enough to hold the jump-load differential of the Spinoza!” Patch spoke in obscure Void engineer techie speak that Anders had no hope of translating.

      “You knock yourself out,” Anders said, seeing someone waving a small light on the metal floor ahead of him, pointing to an empty bay. It was a human in a blue uniform gilded with orange bands, which Anders presumed must be either Captain Solaris or one of their staff.

      He eased the Unexpected Hope down, finding that the module craft actually handled like a dream and reacted ergonomically to his movements, almost as if it predicted just what he was going to do. With a final clunk, they settled, for Anders and the others to power down their instrumentation, grab their jackets and equipment belts, and hurry to the main hold as the Ru’at door opened—

      —to reveal a line of very angry-looking soldiers, all bracing their heavy blasters straight up at them.

      “Halt! In the name of the Proximus Republic!”
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      “What under the ever-loving stars do you think you’re doing!?” Anders roared at them, although his anger was only expressed verbally, as his hands were slowly raising into the air. “I saved you!”

      The soldiers in their blue-and-orange uniforms shifted slightly, but none of them broke their glaring attention at their new hostages, until the largest one in the middle, a uniformed man with his jacket hanging open and his hair wild, black, and frizzy, spat.

      “We don’t recognize your vessel. We have never seen anything like that craft before. How do we know that you’re not going to sell us to the Throne Marines?” the man said heavily.

      “What!?” Patch coughed incredulously, and Dalia hissed at the insult.

      Anders, however, just narrowed his eyes as he felt his lips draw back in a low, acidic growl. “Do I really look like the kind of guy who would go to all the trouble of save your asses, only to hand them to the nearest bunch of throne-worshippers?”

      The opposing man below him just raised one eyebrow, as if it could, in fact, be the most natural thing in the world to do. “Come on.” He nodded them down the small ramp. “Everyone keep their hands up and no one move fast,” he hissed. “If I see any of you going for those fancy weapons at your belts, I promise that you’ll all have a lot fewer kneecaps than when you were born.”

      “He’s a very descriptive man, isn’t he, sir?” Moriarty whispered into Anders’s personal field.

      “Not now, Moriarty!” Anders sub-vocalized. He had stayed where he was, continuing to glare at the angry man with the open jacket in a tense stand-off, but Anders didn’t need a military simulated intelligence to predict what would happen if he stayed here for much longer.

      “Fine!” Anders groaned, taking an exaggerated, marching step forward down the ramp, with his hands up.

      “Sir, if I may,” Moriarty confided. “It is my estimation that at least some of the gentlemen you see here are not, in actuality, Proximus Republic sailors, yachtsmen, or soldiers, sir,” he said.

      “Uh-huh?” Anders made a small agreeing noise, urging Moriarty to continue.

      “Well, my analysis of the arrayed seven individuals, four gentlemen and three women, is that at least four of their total number are wearing clothes that ill-fit them, sir.”

      “Uh-huh?” Anders kept his voice low as he stepped into the widening circle of blasters, still with his hands up. He silently wondered whether personal taste and fashion was really enough evidence to make judgements about politics.

      “Indeed, sir. And as their uniforms should have been assigned upon taking their jobs, we can only presume that they would, once, have fit, indeed?”

      “Uh-huh,” Anders frowned.

      “At least two of the total seven are standing in classic military pose, and the Spinoza is declared to be a citizen-class yacht,” the simulated intelligence continued. “And last, but perhaps the most damning piece of evidence, is that one of the ladies is clearly displaying a lieutenant’s insignia upon her shoulder, and yet her trouser insignia are holding the braiding of a ship’s ensign, sir.”

      Maybe it was laundry day? A small part of Anders’s mind facetiously wondered, but then he understood just what Moriarty was suggesting. That the people here weren’t in fact the crew of the Spinoza—who would have been professional sailors at best, but perhaps only a motley of waiters, entertainers, and domestic staff for a citizen cruiser vessel.

      Now that Anders looked closer, he cursed himself that he hadn’t picked up the clues himself. He wondered if he was getting rusty on his old detecting skills.

      Several of the armed men and women here had rough-cut appearances on top of their mix-matched clothes. Weeks’ worth of stubble or unkempt hair, at least two had clearly visible reddened marks or grazes on foreheads, forearms, or hands where they had been engaged in physical activity—without access to genetic health serums.

      Am I looking at a bunch of space pirates? Anders wondered. His eyes flickered to the nearest, a man with small dreadlocks, holding his blaster braced and with elbows high. His feet were wide and shoulder width apart, like he knew what he was doing.

      Ex-military. Anders’s eyes flickered to the next of his companions to be walking down the ramp, Patch McGuire, squinting with anger at the insult. After him was Jake, looking calm, and then at the back, Dalia.

      Good. He blinked at her, seeing her large oval eyes meet his. She had positioned herself at the rear of the group, he knew, because that way she might have the best opportunity to strike.

      “Seven against four…” Moriarty said in a muted tone. Anders’s personal node, which contained the simulated intelligence, was always placed on the inside of his shirt or jacket lapel, because Anders had learned more than a decade ago that it meant that Moriarty could extend the tiniest of privacy fields to hide their conversations.

      “You and Dalia are, strategically and tactically speaking, the best placed,” Moriarty confirmed what Anders already knew. Patch was braver than most his age, and fierce too, but he was no trained soldier.

      “And the PK is an…unknown variable,” Moriarty said tactfully. Anders hissed very slightly. Theoretically, Anders thought that Jake might now be powerful enough to overcome any or all of them with his fearsome telekinetic powers, but he wasn’t a soldier either. He had never been trained to think tactically. Anders had no idea how many of the assembled fake Republicans would get shots off before—

      “Urk!” Unfortunately, the decision was already being made, as the soldier with the dreadlocks suddenly made a very small, pained noise and wobbled on his feet.

      “Nicodemus?” the larger man, clearly the leader, looked at the distressed guard, as did everyone else.

      The would-be sailor was sweating, and his guard had dropped. Both hands were still holding onto the heavy blaster, but they had swung toward the floor. “I don’t feel so good…” he said, as suddenly two ribbons of matching red sprang from his eyes.

      “Nico?” the blonde woman nearest to him said, her eyes widening just before she glared at Dalia, halfway down the ramp.

      Everyone knows that the Ilythians have natural PK abilities, Anders realized, just as the blonde woman shouted.

      “It’s PK! It must be the Ilythian witch!” the woman snarled, raising her blaster towards Dalia.

      Anders moved without thinking, sliding one foot forward and striking out with an elbow at the woman’s hand.

      The blaster shot outwards, and Anders felt the sudden flare of heat across his raised shoulder as the laser bolt burst against the hull of the Ru’at ship behind them.

      Oh drekk. Anders had a moment to think, just as he realized that both he and Patch were directly in the line of fire of a handful of space pirates.

      Thwap! There was another blasting burn of laser fire as someone shot across Anders’s chest, directly in front of him at the opposite space pirate.

      With a dull roar, the space pirate Nicodemus had shot the fake Republican who had been menacing Anders, and was then shoving the policeman to one side as he strode forward into the center of the circle—

      Thwap-thwap! The bleeding-eyed Nicodemus took the two laser blasts that had been destined for Anders and Patch as the lieutenant stumbled into the blonde pirate. Both went down in a tumble of limbs and legs. Anders had no idea where Patch or Jake or Dalia had got to as he grabbed material and wrestled.

      “Oof!” He received a vicious jab to his neck for his troubles as his back and shoulders scraped across the floor in the melee.

      “Knee raise, sir!” Moriarty, always with a much clearer analysis than Anders had, advised, and the lieutenant, who had been relying on the simulated intelligence for many years, did precisely that. It was almost like relying on another, instinctive part of himself—and it paid off. Anders was able to bring his knee between the punching, jabbing, and scratching soldier and himself, before jack-knifing his legs to kick her from him.

      Her gun skidded across the floor as she tumbled, and, although Anders had his own lighter blasters at his hips, he knew that he couldn’t let her get at the heavy blaster. He dove across the deck, seizing the handle.

      “Hold it!” he snarled at the blonde pirate, who herself was already turning to scramble toward him. With a frustrated growl, she froze as Anders released the auto-safety lock, holding the heavy weapon just a meter or so between them…

      But the policeman, so caught up with trying to survive his own desperate melee, hadn’t been paying attention to the rest of the battle going on around him.

      “Anders!” the frantic voice of the Void engineer echoed over the fighting.

      Lieutenant Corsigon looked up to see that, despite the bleeding and incensed Nicodemus’s aid—as unexpected as that was, not everything was going well for his crew.

      “It was the stars-be-damned boy!” grunted Mr. Open-Jacket, standing over the comatose form of Jake with Mr. Open-Jacket holding his heavy blaster like a club.

      Anders swung his own weapon towards him—

      “I wouldn’t!” said a sudden and sharp voice from one of the other remaining soldiers, who was already holding a heavy blaster to the side of a kneeling Patch McGuire’s head.

      Frack it! Anders growled. Nicodemus, their unexpected ally, was dead on the floor, as was another of the pirate-soldiers, and Anders’s own adversary was frozen a few feet in front of him, eyeing the gun that Anders held warily. That only leaves four of them, the military, wolfish part of Anders’s mind thought.

      But even four was too much when it was only Dalia still standing, surrounded by two of the remaining pirate-guards. Their spokesperson Mr. Open-Jacket had just felled Jake, and the last standing pirate was the one with a gun to Patch’s head.

      “It’s over, sailor,” grunted Mr. Open-Jacket, and Anders knew that he was speaking the truth. He could have tried to threaten to shoot the blonde pirate in front of him, but that would only result in both Dalia and Patch probably dying in return, wouldn’t it?

      The small part of Anders that had gone through the obligatory Throne Marine bootcamp still wanted to fire, though. It was all a part of their FSD strategy, wasn’t it? Full Spectrum Dominance, or the total, non-compromising, fight-too-the-very-last, Frack Stuff Dead philosophy that the Throne Marines enjoyed.

      But Anders had spent a long time as an MPB officer, dealing with civilians and smugglers and low-time crooks and far more ordinary cases of ordinary people distressed and in need. With a frustrated sigh at his own tender heart, Anders thumped the stolen heavy blaster onto the floor between him and Blondie, then held up his hands.

      “Fine. Just don’t hurt my people,” he growled at the man who was clearly their leader.
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        * * *

      

      Each of the crewmembers of the Unexpected Hope were held at gunpoint by one of the pirate/Republicans, apart from Jake that was, who had to be held between two in his current unconscious state.

      Anders himself was being prodded and nudged in the front of the line, with Mr. Open-Jacket himself being the one doing the prodding.

      “Hangar control bay,” Moriarty said in his muted tones as they trudged up metal stairs and deeper into the hulk of the Spinoza. The lights were flickering on and off in the long corridors they passed by, and Anders saw that at least half of the doors stood open.

      “You were being enthusiastic, then,” Anders muttered irritably after another jab in the ribs for him to hurry up.

      “Huh?” Mr. Open-Jacket said.

      “About the life support and generators,” Anders qualified. “I take it that you’re Captain Solaris…” Of course he isn’t, Anders knew, but his mind was already working on gleaning as much information as he could.

      “Ah. Solaris….” Mr. Open-Jacket said, sounding particularly pleased with himself. “Don’t you worry, you’ll be meeting him soon…”

      “What’s your game then, freebooters? Smugglers?” Anders asked caustically. It was hard for him to not show his contempt for those who would prey on others so easily.

      “Hah! Could ask you the same thing, Marine,” the heavyset man chuckled behind him. “Could see you had Marine training from the moment you stepped off the ramp. What? You stole some fancy research ship and ran off in the middle of the biggest war in history?”

      Something like that. Anders internally flinched. Actually, I was only trying to solve a murder, and for it got blamed for conspiring to start the empress’s damn war! That was all before he had heard about the Archon, and the cosmic game that was playing out right in front of his eyes and using people like him as pawns.

      “I’m only trying to do my damn job,” Anders muttered instead.

      “Hm…” Mr. Open-Jacket said in a considering fashion, and Anders cursed himself for saying even that much.

      But there was the sudden sound of bootsteps from above him as he ascended the stairs. Republicans!? He hoped for just a moment, but when he reached the next deck level, he was met by a bleached-white-haired woman in aged space-farer fatigues, brown and green, with a clear weapon belt strapped across her chest. She was clearly no Proximus sailor. She looked a little surprised to see Anders, but then another painful nudge from behind propelled Anders ahead.

      “Sands.” The woman nodded over Anders’s shoulder at Mr. Open-Jacket.

      “Evie? What’re you doing here?” Sands, the leader of the pirates, asked irritably.

      “It’s the, uh…cargo, sir… The ones we came for.” She looked warily at Anders, unsure of what to say in front of the hostage.

      “Dammit! What’s wrong now?” Sands hissed in annoyance.

      “It’s the containment field, boss. Now that the main power to the Spinoza is out, she’s degrading faster than a Secari in hot water.”

      “Stars!” Sands started to sweat, and Anders saw him lick his lips. “What’s Frankie got to say about it? Tell him to get off his ass and get it working!”

      “It’s Ilythian engineering, sir,” Evie said with obvious exasperation.

      Ilythian? On a Proximus Republic civilian vessel? Anders thought. This didn’t make any sense at all.

      The pirate captain Sands let out a grunt of exasperation, and Anders saw his eyes flicker down the line of hostages to Dalia. He was contemplating something…

      “Oi, elf!” he snapped at her. “You any good with field generators?”

      Dalia, of course, just raised her chin defiantly at the man. “Even if I were, do you imagine for one second that I would help you out?”

      Sands waved his heavy blaster more menacingly at Anders to prove a point. “You don’t have to of course, but you’ll have a lot less friends if you don’t…”

      Dalia didn’t say anything. She was stubborn like that, Anders thought. Despite that meaning his execution, he was kind of proud of the Ilythian agent for that fact.

      “And either way, elf,” Sands continued. “If someone doesn’t help me get done what I need done, we’re all gonna get blown to a thousand quarks and protons, and sooner than any of us would like!”
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      “Sul’Daar missiles…” Anders watched as Dalia breathed in horror at the sight arrayed before them.

      The pirate captain had led them through the body of the Spinoza, down a long central avenue beside empty shops and eating galleries under the flickering lights of the hulk. Their journey terminated at a set of large lifts, still working, which were big enough for the entire group to shoot down towards the lower hulls.

      Down here, the lights were completely extinguished, and only the lift doors were still working thanks to what Anders saw was a clearly hacked and rewired control panel at their exit. They had descended straight to another main avenue, where large metal arches led to the cargo bays.

      And the first one that Anders and the others were led to, by the prods of heavy blasters and the glare of the pirates’ node-lights, was filled with several huge metal sarcophagi.

      Or what looked like sarcophagi, Anders had to correct. As the haze of his own shielded node spread over the nearest, he saw that it was a long, blue, green, and ochre metal wedge, with a stylized warrior picked out on the top—a stylized Ilythian warrior—laying down with hands folded at their waist as if they were sleeping.

      “What’s a Sul’Daar when it’s at home?” Anders said in a low tone. He had been allowed to join Dalia at the edge of one of the caskets, where a line of lights was a flickering orange. From the tense and worried look on the Ilythian’s face, this was definitely not what was supposed to be happening at all.

      “You remember my father?” Dalia breathed.

      “Master Iktin?” Anders did remember the master of the most war-like house of the Ilythians, House Tular. He tried to have me killed, from what I recall… Those kinds of facts had a habit of sticking in the police officer’s mind.

      “You remember his plan? Before Jake?”

      Before Jake was possessed by the Archon, yes. Anders nodded. “He wanted to preemptively attack throne colony worlds,” the human remembered. The Throne-Ilythian War had begun when a human cruiser had been destroyed by a supposedly suicidal Ilythian star-fighter, right in front of all of the watching throne satellites, which had come to witness the Golden Throne’s most prestigious bloodsport, the Challenge.

      But that had been a ruse by the Eternal Empress, Anders had discovered. A means to start a war so that she could ‘prove’ to the Black Sun that she was worthy of ascending to their galactic godhood status.

      And, as Anders and the others had eventually sought refuge with the Ilythians, they had discovered that Dalia’s father was deciding to perform a devastating retaliation on key Golden Throne worlds—agricultural and mining, mostly—which Iktin hoped would cripple the human war effort.

      “These are what my father wanted to use. Two-part radiological chain reactions,” Dalia said. “Probably even as powerful as what those PK Clones did to Jakka…” the Ilythian murmured in horror.

      “Apocalypse weapons?” Anders gritted his teeth. The Throne Marines had a few even before the Eternal Empress had created the PK clone army. Devastating weapons that destroyed entire cities—even colonies.

      “Planet killers,” Dalia corrected. “But what under the stars are they doing here?”

      “Those sneaky Proximians!” Captain Sands burst out in an angered, worried bark. Anders could tell that he clearly wasn’t impressed with the idea that this planet-killing missile might go off right before them. “Thought they could smuggle them across the frontlines in a civilian yacht!”

      Oh no, Anders could see what they had tried to do almost immediately. “Master Iktin must have tried to get the Proximus Republic to help,” he muttered to Dalia, who nodded. Even though the Proximians were technically a part of the Golden Throne, they were only a protectorate, claiming that their regime was even older than the Reach of the Golden Throne.

      “And as soon as the empress figured out what they were doing…” Sands said, slapping one hand against the barrel of his laser blaster.

      “You’re not pirates.” Anders suddenly saw the truth. “You’re mercenaries!” Those two Throne Marine ships hadn’t been trying to destroy the Spinoza, merely incapacitate it long enough for the mercenaries who were doubtless already on board, pretending to be crew or passengers, to take over.

      “Which means you have a Throne Marine support ship coming…” Anders growled.

      “Give the man a prize,” Sands drawled wryly. “Enough of who we are. Can your friend stop us all being blown up!?”

      “I…” Dalia looked back at the sarcophagi-missile and blinked nervously. Anders knew that the ‘diplomatic’ agent appeared to have phenomenal skills in a wide range of areas—from hand-to-hand fighting to piloting a craft, negotiations, etiquette, and stealth—but he wasn’t sure if advanced field technology was one of her many skills.

      Dalia’s eyes flickered to Anders, then to Patch. If there was any in their group who would know how to stop the inner containment fields that held the missile dormant, it would be him.

      But the question in her eyes was clear. Do they? Should they? They would technically be aiding their captors, wouldn’t they?

      Better that than us all dying, Anders thought with calm practicality. “If we’re alive, then we have options…” he pointed out, and his meaning was clear. We’ll have options to escape.

      “I can do it,” Patch spoke up, seeing and understanding their exchange clearly. Anders nodded to the younger man seriously.

      “Fine. You and the Ilythian and my people,” Sands said, “I need it stable by the time that the reinforcements get here.”

      “How long?” Anders asked quickly as the other mercenaries grabbed his shoulders to drag him away from Patch and Dalia.

      “As if I’m going to tell you!” laughed Sands. “The quicker your people get it done, the less chance it’s going to blow, right?”

      Anders growled, but the mercenary captain clearly wasn’t going to admit to any more than that.

      “Take these two to the others!” Sands barked, and Anders and the still-unconscious Jake were hauled away, leaving Dalia and Patch with a planet-killer to defuse.
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      Sector 4: Throne Border

      

      “Report!” Commander-General Cread said, standing in the semi-circular control hall of the Pillar-of-Empire-class throne ship.

      “Sir.” The short, stocky Marine pilot in front of Cread appeared nervous. Good, the blond, good-looking Cread thought. He liked it when his subordinates were nervous. It meant that everything that he was doing as a leader was working as it should.

      This particular pilot had only recently docked with the Pillar ship, the near kilometer-long cylinder of metal that stood like a watchful titan over the entrance to throne space.

      Throne space that is currently very busy indeed. Cread saw the many hundreds of blipping vectors on the holo-fields over the pilot’s shoulder. Both Forward Group 1 and 2 had already ventured across the bridge of non-aligned space, and, from all reports, were set to expand the empire by a hundred or so lightyears into Ilythian and Mondrauk space.

      And all because the Eternal Empress wills it so, Cread thought. It wasn’t that the leader of the empress’s military forces was skeptical, per se, of the empress’s war effort. Cread had been raised believing in the Reach of the Golden Throne more fervently than any other. It was, he was led to believe, one of the many reasons why he had ascended to his position, after all.

      But something within the man found something…ambiguous about her vision.

      To dominate the known galaxy is a right and proper thing to do, of course, the thought flickered through Cread’s mind. He knew all the reasons by heart. Humanity was a rare and fragile thing, and it had already almost been wiped off the face of history several times before. The empress had saved them from extinction. And if the Ilythians or the Mondrauks believe that they can stand in the way…

      Then Cread, as the right hand of the Eternal Empress—just as the herald was the left—would crush the aliens.

      But the Ilythians and the Mondrauks hadn’t instigated this war. Cread had the security clearances. He knew just how many years had gone into the careful capture of an Ilythian ship, and the top-secret Gene Seer operation that had harvested enough Ilythian DNA to make sure that their attack on the human cruiser was indisputable.

      Why now? Cread thought. Why does the empress want to take over the galaxy now?

      “Sir?” The stocky, nervous Marine cleared his throat, obviously seeing his superior officer looking distracted.

      “I said report, damn it! And when I say it, I mean for you to begin!” Cread quickly covered his own prevarications with his usual ire.

      “Sir. Of course, sir…” the man gulped. “The interception went as planned. The Proximus Republican vessel, suspected of arms smuggling between Ilythia and the Republic, was incapacitated. Our…allies—” The man said the word with obvious distaste, as the honor of any regular Throne Marine meant they hated working with mercenaries. “—proceeded to take over the ship. Any word of warning that reaches either Ilythia or the Proximians will assume that it was throne action, as you indicated.” The pilot said the last part with a little fervor, despite his distaste.

      He’s hiding something, Cread realized. He had asked for it to happen this way, as he wanted to be able to ‘release’ Captain Sands and his mercenary pilots back into the Proximian eco-system, where they would continue to gather information for the war effort.

      “Spit it out! Where are the Ilythian arms? Do we know what they were? Where they were headed?” Cread barked.

      “There, uh, there was a problem, sir…” the pilot admitted with great effort. “An unidentified ship attacked the Marine ships, destroyed fighter Z82—” Cread watched as the pilot swallowed. Another sign that this man was clearly too emotional to retain his post, in Cread’s eyes, at least.

      “What unidentified ship!?” Cread demanded as the pilot tapped the node on the wrist of his battle-suit, for the image to be relayed to the overhead screens.

      And there, swooping out of the night and gleaming white and silver, was the barrel-shaped Ru’at module ship, with its three cylindrical sections spinning in oppositional rhythms to each other, and one pointed nosecone at the far end.

      Oh, hello, you… Cread glowered. His forward observation command unit had been accurate. Here was the ancient cyborg ship, clearly deciding to enter the war.

      But why here? Why now? Cread echoed his earlier thought. Did this mean that humanity’s ancient enemies were siding with the Ilythians? With the Proximians? The restricted records had said that they had almost destroyed Earth and every battleship that the fledgling humanity had. So where was the rest of their fleet?

      “The Ilythian arms?” Cread barked.

      “Don’t know, sir,” the pilot said. “But Captain Sands sent a report after taking the Proximian Captain Solaris,” the Marine admitted. “He said that they were something called Ilythian Sul’Daar missiles—”

      Cread hissed. “I know what they are,” he said. Throne intelligence had known of their existence but had never had a chance to destroy the planet-killer missiles. The Ilythians had simply kept them too well-protected.

      “Sands didn’t say where they were destined?” Cread’s mind was racing, and he didn’t like it. Too many variables at play.

      “Just that Captain Solaris was really a member of the New Dawn terrorist group, and that they were destined for the Proximus Republic,” the pilot said.

      “Fine,” Cread said, dismissing the man with a wave. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the pilot throw a perfect salute, the expression on his face clearly grateful to be allowed to leave.

      Oh, yes… Cread remembered his earlier decision, his hand moving to one of the control nodes at his own wrist, tapping out the commands he knew by heart behind the back of the retreating pilot.

      “Urk!” The lights on the man’s suit suddenly flared as the suit froze, and a massive electro-magnetic shock was delivered to the man inside. It was, rather ironically, powered by the suit itself, a small efficiency that Cread rather liked.

      The pilot’s heart stopped in an instant, but it would have been an instant of excruciating agony as he tottered, and then fell to the floor with a heavy thump, visible steam rising from his suit. Silence filled the rest of the command room for a moment, before two of the nearest staffers moved to dispose of the body. It wasn’t like this was a rare occurrence around Cread, after all.

      The commander-general, however, was already moving to the private audience chamber at the back of the room, for a blue field to fizz and crackle behind him and all the sounds and sights of the Pillar’s command and control room to fade behind a thick, blue wall.

      Inside here was Cread’s personal domain, his place of private retreat and concentration. It displayed his long, curving command desk with the few oddments and data-pads that he kept: an ancient samurai sword, and miniature replicas of each of the different types of Marine battle-armor, dating back five centuries.

      But the commander-general saw immediately that his private sanctum was once again disturbed.

      It was the golden form of the ever-youthful herald, a ridiculous figure of an aesthete young man, dressed in short trousers and tunic, with every scratch of clothing, skin, hair, and eyes shining with gold.

      “Herald,” Cread snarled at the man. Not a man, he corrected. The herald was a hard-light holo simulated intelligence. The only one of his kind.

      “Cread, you have a problem.” The handsome youth’s face turned ugly.

      “So good to see you as well.” There was no hiding the fact that there was no love lost between the right and the left hand of the Eternal Empress…

      “You’re fortunate that I took it on myself to keep an active monitoring of the Forward Observation channels,” the herald said, pacing in front of the desk. “Which led me to intercept the pilot’s interaction with the Spinoza…”

      “Am I lucky?” Cread soured. He didn’t like the fact that the herald believed that he—a glorified computer program—was more important than Cread was!

      “You are. The empress won’t care about a damnable gun-running between the Ilythians and the Proximians. It’s a war. She’s seen enough of them. But the other thing?”

      “The Ru’at, you mean?” Cread asked pointedly, earning a sudden flinch from the golden youth.

      “Don’t even speak their name out loud!” the herald whispered fiercely, stepping up toward Cread. The commander-general had never seen the man look worried before. He was a computer algorithm, wasn’t he?

      “The empress will hear! And as soon as she realizes that they’re back, well…” The herald shook his head. “You have to eliminate them. Now.”

      “We defeated them before—” Cread pointed out.

      “Barely!” The herald glared. “And that doesn’t change the fact that if there is anything that the empress won’t like, it’s going to be word of the Ru’at! Get it done, Commander-General, unless you want the Eternal Empress to abandon this entire war for favor of chasing after one damnable ship!”

      “Of course, Herald.” The commander-general smiled. At last, he thought. I’ve found the one thing that the empress is scared of…
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      Anders checked the bulkhead door once again. It was open, but there were two of the guards in place there, one looking considerably less interested than the other about their duties.

      The lieutenant was being held in one of the adjacent holds to where Dalia and Patch worked to try and save their lives. It was big and drafty, with archway bulkheads segmenting the walls and ceiling every ten meters or so.

      It’s also freezing, he thought with a worried look to where Jake lay, still unconscious, beside the nearest archway. The reddened gash on his head looked puffy and ugly, but had thankfully stopped bleeding. Sands hit him hard. Anders suppressed a growl, wishing that he had some of the Ilythians’—or even the Gene Seers’—medical treatments.

      Or maybe not, he considered, when he remembered how Jake had reacted to being held hostage, taking over the pirate Nicodemus’s brain and making him fire on his colleagues.

      “Your friend?” murmured one of the few other humans here in the vault. By the look of his regulation-issue blue-and-gray service suit, Anders guessed that the salt-and-pepper-haired man must be the Captain Solaris. The other two humans in similar under-suits were younger, and both treated this older man with clear deference.

      “He’ll live,” Anders muttered, although he knew that this was only a guess, at best. But still, the policeman had enough medical training to check the psychic’s essentials. His pulse rate was erratic and weak, but at least it was happening, and the youth’s breathing was shallow and quick, but the same consolation applied.

      The problem was, of course, that Anders had never had to diagnose a cyborg-adapted psychic human before. The blow to Jake’s head had missed the laced network of silver and modular nodes on the youth’s temples, but only by a couple of centimeters. Is that enough? Had that fool Sands done irreparable damage to whatever procedures the Ru’at had modified Jake with?

      And, the lieutenant thought with a moment of real fear, does that mean that whenever Jake finally wakes up, he’ll be back to being unable to control the power of the Black Sun?

      “Those skaggers—” Solaris nodded to the two pirate guards. “—came on the best of recommendations from my superior to bring along...” the man in his fifties or early sixties said darkly.

      “New Dawn?” Anders asked, this time—despite a lifetime of serving Throne Marine police law—not feeling any rancor. The New Dawn were the unofficial military arm of the Proximian Republic, deemed a terrorist organization by the throne.

      “Hm,” Solaris grunted an affirmative, just the once. There were no apologies in his voice, and it sounded like neither would there be any for his beliefs and loyalties.

      I guess we’re all enemies of the throne, now… Anders considered.

      “Then it looks like you’ve got a problem,” Anders said, referring to the fact that someone higher up than Solaris here in the New Dawn was clearly working with the throne in placing these space pirates onboard his ship.

      But still… Anders found that he could judge Solaris for his cargo. “Sul’Daar?” Anders said with a grimace. “Really?”

      The captain’s eyes, which were a clear gray-blue, seemed to go even colder than they appeared to be. “There’s a war on, son. And more than that, a genocide!” He ended on a sudden fervent note.

      Stars help us all… Anders groaned, shaking his head just once with his displeasure. How could he explain to the man that trying to smuggle in genocidal weapons did not stop the total amount of atrocities in the galaxy, but only added to them? “Do you think the empress will roll over if a few of her colony worlds get wiped out?” the lieutenant offered testily.

      Solaris blinked once, as inscrutable and as uncompromising as a cat. “Depends on whether that damned empress is still breathing or not…” He turned to thump his back against the bulkhead and mutter miserably under his breath to his fellows.

      “Still breathing?” Anders wondered aloud, before suddenly realizing what their plan must have been. They were trying to detonate Imperial 1 itself! He gasped at the audacity of such a plan. An impossible strike. A decapitation of the entire Golden Throne.

      And what was worse was that Anders thought perhaps that was the only sort of plan he could even faintly support.

      But all those staffers! The part of him who had walked his beat of New Gate City every ten-day for more than ten years railed as he thought of all the civilian and military personnel who must be employed on Imperial 1. Thousands. Tens of thousands.

      Or Welcome, for that matter! The administrative ‘welcome world’ that was the first and last gate to Imperial 1 had far more civilians, of course. It was a world of staffers and administrators and merchants. People lived there. Had families.

      No. How could the Proximians even think of such a thing!? The policeman internally raged, but even he was conflicted, as the other part of him, the part that had been trained as a Throne Marine before ‘going civilian,’ realized that a hundred or two hundred thousand deaths was still far less than the xenocide of the Ilythian and Mondrauk peoples, as well as the eventual retributions that the empress would throw at the non-aligned worlds and the Proximius Republic for their part in the war against her.

      A few billion souls? Anders wondered. Twenty? Fifty?

      “Strategically, the plan makes sense…” hummed the simulated intelligence Moriarty, clearly overhearing every word and predicting which way his master’s thoughts were leaning

      “That sort of mathematics never makes sense,” Anders murmured under his breath. And, after all, he should know. During his job, he had been asked to make those sorts of decisions of which emergency call to answer first, or which civilian life to save, fairly often.

      And he had never liked making them. Ever.

      “There are only losers in that game,” he mumbled.

      “In the game of war, sir, there has to be at least one loser,” Moriarty countered, just as a small sound made its way to their cargo hold in the belly of the Spinoza.

      It was a faint whistling, soft and muted and totally inconsequential against the hisses and sighs of the wounded space-yacht, as well as the muttered voices of both guards and hostages.

      But Anders frowned as he listened to it. The tones sounded familiar, somehow…

      “Patch!” Anders whispered suddenly.

      “Sir, you are correct in your estimation,” Moriarty informed him. “The vocal patterns and intonations match that of the Voider Patch McGuire—”

      “No, it’s not just that…” Anders hugged his knees to his chest and tried to look as cold and as achy as his body must be feeling right now—despite the fact that his mind was racing with excitement. It wasn’t that he was pleased to hear Patch’s familiar, jaunty tones that Anders had come to recognize as the Voider worked…

      It was because Anders remembered how Patch knew code-speak: that particular, strange dialect developed by the Voiders that was able, through whistles and clicks alone, to talk to and program computers.

      “Moriarty, have you got code-speak loaded into your dialects interface?” Anders whispered.

      “Of course not, sir. It is not an officially recognized language, and the Void Council keep very tight sanctions upon how it is used,” Moriarty said, making Anders’s heart sink suddenly. “However, I can try to analyze Patch’s phrase modulations, intensity, duration, and pitch to see if I can build a picture of the grammatical apparatus.”

      “Do it!” Anders whispered.

      “It won’t be an entirely accurate translation. As I have indicated, sir, the Void Council—”

      “Yes, I understand. Just do what you can, Moriarty!” Anders insisted.

      Anders fell silent as the distant tones of Patch as he worked rose and fell through the air. Sometimes, the sound was hidden completely by an increase in voices either from their guards or from Captain Solaris and the two other hostages.

      But Anders was certain, even despite all of this, that he could hear repeating phrases in the bits that he could hear. Little runs and trills of notes that seemed to repeat, again and again, sometimes high in the register, and sometimes much lower down.

      If we can understand how far Patch is progressing with the missile, maybe I can predict when to take action… the policeman thought. His weapons had, of course, been taken, but that did not mean he didn’t have his feet, fists, knees, elbows, and even head. Anders thought that even if he had a few minutes warning when Patch and Dalia were done, then he might be able to launch an attack at their guards—with Solaris’s help.

      “Sir,” Moriarty interrupted Anders’s thinking. “You are correct. It is Voider code-speak, layered into what appears to be more random tunings. I can’t quite put together all of the phrase keys.”

      “What does it say?”

      “Patch seems to be repeating a phrase, but modulating a series at each start. When I run the sound through algebraic equations it repeats as 10x phrase, 9x phrase, 8x phrase…” Moriarty said.

      It’s a countdown! Anders realized immediately. “What’s the number on now?

      “5x phrase…” Moriarty said, as Patch’s distant notes rose and soared once again.

      Patch is counting down to something happening, but what!? Anders’s mind raced. The Voider couldn’t be talking about the detonation of the Sul’Daar missile itself, as that would mean everyone’s deaths. But could he be planning a distraction?

      “4x phrase…” Moriarty informed his biological partner.

      Or maybe Patch needs a distraction! Anders realized, tensing his muscles, but what could he do? The guards were still some way ahead of him, on the other side of the hostage hold. He could leap to his feet, shout or make a scene, but that would only get him and the others shot, wouldn’t it?

      “3x phrase…” Moriarty said.

      But then Anders’s eyes settled on the prone form of Jake beside him, still unconscious and not appearing as though he was going to wake up any time soon.

      No hope there, clearly. Unless…

      Anders reached out toward the PK.

      “2x phrase…” Moriarty intoned.

      Anders remembered a time before the Ru’at cyborg technology had effectively controlled Jake’s outbursts. Anders even remembered a time before Jake had made contact with the Black Sun, through the deep-field ansible transmitter that Patch McGuire himself had created.

      Back then, Jake had been a powerful psychic, but he had still only had the most regular of PK powers across the human genome—the same power that every Ilythian had by default, and seemed the easiest to get: telepathy.

      It meant that the previous Jake, like Dalia the Ilythian right now, could only ‘read’ or even ‘send’ people’s emotions through direct skin-to-skin contact. Proper telekinesis, psychokinesis, levitation, combustion, or indeed any of the other forms of PK abilities would have been beyond him—and were usually deemed extremely rare.

      Jake had started out as a telepath, and there had once been a time when Jake had been unconscious and held spiritually hostage by the horror of the Black Sun. Anders had unwittingly reached out to him then too, and that was when Anders had been filled with the Black Sun’s power.

      I’m no PK, but it’ll sure cause a distraction. The flesh of Anders’s bare hand seized Jake’s bare wrist.

      “1x phrase…” Moriarty said, just as all hell, quite literally, broke loose.
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      Anders screamed.

      And burned.

      It felt like every molecule of his being was suddenly on fire as soon as his hand had touched Jake’s, but it was such a total experience that Anders could no longer see the hostage hold around him—or even the prone form of Jake that he clutched onto beside him.

      Instead, it felt to Anders as though he was rolling in blackness, turning over and over as flame surged through him.

      He had been here before, hadn’t he? A part of his mind remembered it, despite his every effort to blot it from his memory. Anders had become trapped before the Archon and had received strange, nightmarish visions that featured his long-dead wife and child: Cassie and Sibbi. He had been seemingly transported to a barren world made of ash—one of many such sterile victory worlds that seemed to cluster around their creator, the giant, somehow intelligent orb of the Archon itself. These worlds were the herald and the prediction of what was to happen to every part of the galaxy if it was released.

      If the Eternal Empress had her way…

      That had been when the Archon’s mind had brushed against Anders’s for just a fleeting moment—when Anders had looked into the face of true, cosmic evil.

      Just as he felt now, as the same intelligence reached out toward him.

      “Little fly!” the voice hissed and crackled and echoed, consuming every part of Anders’s mind with its presence and power so that he could no longer even deem to think or feel any other thing at all.

      But there was still a part of Anders’s mind that realized that what his mind was hearing wasn’t the same as what the ancient alien intelligence was saying. Despite the terror and torment that Anders’s mind was going through, he could also hear a strange, garbled speech that sounded like rocks grating and smashing against each other.

      “It is you again. The little angry one. I remember you…” the voice of the Archon hissed and roared, poly-vocally.

      “Get out of my head!” Anders hissed back, although the effort felt like he was forcing his own words through granite. He felt completely surrounded and held by the god-thing at the far heart of the galaxy.

      “Not so far now, little angry one.” There was a hint of mirth and terrible cruelty to the Black Sun’s voice, and suddenly Anders was aware—transmitted through their connection somehow—of the cosmic speeds that the Archon was currently traveling at, folding and refolding time and space around and in front of it as it tore through the lightyears between it and its destination.

      Our side of the galaxy, Anders thought with horror. The empress didn’t even need Patch’s deep-field ansible anymore, did she? Or, if she did, she wouldn’t need it much longer…

      Her dream of making contact with the Archon of our galaxy is complete. It worked. Anders was struck by each and every realization like a smack to the face. Not only that, but the Eternal Empress had succeeded in awakening the Archon as well.

      And now it was coming for them…

      “Such fear and sorrow for one with such a short life!” The Black Sun considered the mind of Lieutenant Anders Corsigon as if it was playing with a mere bauble to keep itself busy. Anders could feel millennia behind every thought and tone of the beast. Perhaps even billions of years, with its life or strange type of existence stretching far, far back to the very earliest infancies of their spiral galaxy itself.

      “One of the original species. One of the first species, you are right…” the ancient evil congratulated him. “Did your race really believe that intelligence was born out of the random arrangement of molecules and particles, in some nutrient-laden soup?” The Black Sun performed that same, thunderous noise that Anders realized must be its version of laughter.

      “And that the exact same alchemy happened over and over, in a million places in every galaxy, and then again in every one of the billions of galaxies that exist!?”

      The alien thing must be in a good mood, the lieutenant thought. He knew this, because it hadn’t decided to burn his soul out of his eyes yet.

      “What an infantile notion. Consciousness was pregnant in the universe right from its fiery start, and my race is one of the first, and oldest…” the Black Sun said.

      “So, you should be grateful, my little angry fly, that your little race has finally come to my attention. I will be able to judge you how you have yearned to be judged. I will be able to give your race meaning.”

      “Argh!” Anders heard a distant noise. A pained shout of alarm, and for a long moment, he wondered if it was even his own voice making the noise—until he realized that no, it was not.

      While the Archon had apparently been in a good mood, and prevaricating, it had also taken off some of the all-encompassing agony that it placed over Anders’s mind, and presumably Jake’s, too. That meant that there was a small part of Anders’s consciousness that was aware, distantly, of what was happening out in the room where he was holding onto Jake’s bare wrist, and where Patch McGuire had wanted a distraction—

      Someone was screaming, a human voice, but Anders couldn’t make it out who it was. He forced his attention toward it—

      —for the physical Anders to suddenly flicker his eyes open and see that the hostage hold had been transformed.

      For one, it was slowly filling with streams of white steam that smelled faintly bitter and sharp, coming from the corridor outside. And the two guards were staggering out of the steam, blood streaming from their eyes as they held their hands to their heads, mouths open in horror.

      What!? Anders turned his head to see that, even though his fellow captives were nowhere near the other guards or the steam, they too appeared affected by the same malady. The salty-haired Captain Solaris was huddled in a ball on the floor, open-mouthed and howling, as blood poured from his eyes. Beyond him, the other two Proximians were whimpering.

      It was the power of the Archon, Anders realized, looking down through the haze of his own pain to see where his hand was still clasped to Jake’s wrist.

      “Oh no—” But the power of the Black Sun wasn’t incapacitating Anders for once. Instead, it was like the lieutenant had formed a live current from Jake through which the ancient thing was pouring out its casual rage.

      No! Anders started to unlace his fingers from Jake’s.

      “No, little fly! Don’t you want to kill them? Kill all those who would stand in your way? I can read your hatred of Captain Solaris, and the pirates too.” The Black Sun suddenly slammed into Anders’s mind, making him convulse and splutter. “That is why I liked you, you know. Why I saved you before. There is such deep anger there—”

      The Archon was compelling, exhorting Anders to give in. To give up on everything that he believed in, and instead wallow in that hopeless, bitter, cruel and broken place that was born from losing his wife and child so many years ago.

      And the worst part of it was that Anders almost wanted to give in, too. There was a sort of respite in anger, wasn’t there? A way for all his current troubles and dilemmas to fall away—

      No! Anders forced his aching eyes to focus on his own hand, holding onto Jake. No. This is not what Cassie would want. Not what Sibbi would want. Not what a policeman does.

      “The problem is, Archon…” Anders hissed. “I just don’t like you at all.” Anders forced his fingers apart, dropping Jake’s wrist to the floor and severing the connection between the Black Sun and the Spinoza hold.
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      Sector 1: Imperial 1

      

      The vast orb, the glory of the entire Golden Throne itself, a testament to one woman’s will alone, hung expectantly in the center of throne space and gleamed.

      Imperial 1 was not just a ‘space station’—such a term was far too tawdry, and far too small for the size and shape of it. From a distance, it looked like a vast sphere of metal, striated with blinking lights and galleries, past whose gaze could dimly be seen crenulations, battlements, spires, and the bald snarl of defense towers. The portholes and the bulkheads were caparisoned in bronzes and coppers and even golds—such a rare mineral became ubiquitous when you had some ten thousand colony planets to plunder for it.

      Upon closer inspection—which very few ever really saw, but would know from the blown-up and regal holographs distributed every cycle, courtesy of the Eternal Empress’s ‘charitable education’ establishments, the viewer would see that many of the docking doors were arched, and at their extreme apexes were fashioned creatures like birds or phoenixes out of the shining metals. The many beacon lights and sensor towers that warned of potential visitors or sent the empress’s commands both far and wide had copper coils wrapped around their needle forms, adding to the glare.

      Imperial 1 was designed by the mind of one woman to almost appear like a heaven—the Heaven perhaps, for her race. Perhaps even back then, some four hundred and fifty years ago, some act of cosmic synchronicity had meant that the woman who wanted to join with the gigantic sphere-like Archons had built for herself, a gigantic sphere…

      Despite the constant, holy embargo on generic or haphazard travelers to and from Imperial 1—Eternal Empress Helena Vi’Tri’Pathian was a very paranoid woman—there was still transit back and forth, and lots of it.

      There were the shipments of Throne Marines who had managed to get the hallowed ‘gold’ clearance owing to exceptional performance in their examinations, psychological assessments, or battlefield experience. These brave, fanatical men and women were a small number compared to the larger body of the corps—perhaps only fifteen percent—but when the empress had a Marine army comprised of millions of troops, then Imperial 1 was well-staffed with a battlegroup capable of taking over entire planets.

      There were also the civilians who had managed to gain gold clearance. These were the essential staffers needed to keep such a space object working, as well as those administrators, Gene Seers, engineers, bankers, and rarer councilors who had managed to prove their worth to the empress.

      All in all, the woman-built moon of the Imperial 1 was itself a colony world of sorts, but one entirely occupied by those obsessed with their unflinching loyalty to their monarch.

      The Eternal Empress, to such people, was no longer just a human, although her story was still spoken with rapt awe, and sometimes tears of joy—how a mere human woman had risen to become a great leader in humanity’s darkest days. Now, to many people here in Sector 1, the Eternal Empress was something of a god.

      No one had seen her in the flesh for over fifty years. Few had even heard her voice—transmitted or broadcast.

      But, with the same faith that allowed those that lived there to keep on working, and the same sort of unthinking obedience that allowed sailors throughout space to walk onto spacecraft and tear holes through the fabric of space-time, everyone believed in the power of the Eternal Empress.

      She was here, at the heart of the Imperial 1. A beating pulse of ascended humanity, a golden flame that made sure that the human race continued, and indeed thrived.

      Only now, that singular and extraordinary mind at the heart of the Golden Throne was troubled.

      There was a chamber. Small, compared to the grandeur of the place that surrounded it. It had marble, checkerboard floors, stands of statuary, and green, growing plants. And at one end of that luxurious chamber, there were gold and red veils, shimmering as the floating drone lights caught them, sending sparkling fragments of light throughout the empress’s inner sanctum.

      And beyond those veils lay a bed—a broad, velvet-lined bed with gold-encrusted posts. And in the center of that bed lay a skeletal figure.

      The Eternal Empress herself was only barely alive. She was emaciated, and it was only by the thick cables and wires that plunged into her arms and legs and conjoined into a golden lower face mask that occupied her mouth and nose was she alive.

      The Eternal Empress—Helena—hadn’t opened her eyes in over twenty years, as it was far easier for her to enact every desire and wish through the many data-nodes implanted directly into her skull.

      But, right now, there was a tremor that swept up her body, and a flicker in the smallest finger of her right hand. More cables plunged into the thin, pale, papery flesh between each digit, but that didn’t stop the movement.

      And then, in the depths of the two cavern-like holes of her eye sockets, her eyelids—also as thin as paper—flickered open to reveal two tiny, bright blue chips.

      I feel it! she thought, for the words to be transmitted to her personal data-space immediately. The Eternal Empress had been awoken by something that was even older than she was. That was far, far crueler than she was.

      It was like the spasm of a headache, and a clutching feeling in a belly that was no longer of any use to her. A sort of nausea…if the empress even had a word to describe such trepidation anymore.

      But the Eternal Empress did recognize what caused this feeling, because it was the same feeling that she’d when she had first made contact through the LOHIU.

      It’s the Archon… It’s coming! Her eyes blinked rapidly. And, somehow, the Eternal Empress could feel an echo of the disturbance like a bruise against her mind.

      “LOHIU…” the ancient woman breathed into her mask, for the words to be magnified and replicated in data-space, and the command to be transmitted far, far away through ansible to the Localization-Object Human Interface Unit, or ‘LOHIU’ for short: a psychic, genetic, simulated intelligence hybrid. A living transmitter to the gods.

      The LOHIU was an experiment and a marvel for its age—and only the Eternal Empress, Commander-General Cread, Architrex Vasad Aug’Osa of the Gene Seers, and a handful of others had known about it. Or her.

      In the space over Helena’s bed, a holo-field flickered to reveal the form of a young girl, perhaps twelve or thirteen, with a bob of platinum-blonde hair and a startling red dress. This was not her real form of course, but it was one that the Eternal Empress liked for the LOHIU to project when she was called into audience.

      “The Archon…” Helena breathed, her agitation making her use her actual, physical vocal chords.

      The Localization-Object Human Interface Unit blinked, nodded, and started to speak in a voice that sounded entirely human. “It is moving, Your Majesty. It is heading towards throne space as we speak…”

      “Not that! The power of the Archon… I feel it... Somewhere near…” the empress wheezed.

      Another slow and careful blink from the LOHIU, and her form glitched just the once, as if the hologram itself was nervous. But the LOHIU could no more disobey the Eternal Empress’s commands than it could free itself from her tyranny.

      “It… There is….” The girl-form of the LOHIU seemed hesitant, confused.

      “Tell me!” Helena hissed in a voice from almost beyond the grave.

      “A massive eruption of PK power in non-aligned space, Your Majesty,” the LOHIU was forced to speak, and it came out in a rush. “Its signature matches that of the Archon—”

      “Where! Who is it! Who is transmitting its power! I have no clones there!?” Helena knew.

      The LOHIU blinked and glitched once more, then bowed her head as the glowing coordinates appeared in the air beside her.

      “Imperial central servers?” The Eternal Empress’s voice was stronger. “Isolate that energy signature. Who is the nearest gold-level forces we have there?”

      Node-lights flickered up and down the bed, and the smooth, suave voice of the computer programs that made up the Imperial 1’s central servers announced, “Commander-General Cread, Your Majesty. He is on an intercept vector aboard a Reaver-class intelligence craft.”

      “Ahh…” The Eternal Empress breathed a little deeper. Perhaps there was some sense to keeping Cread around a bit longer. Somehow, her right-hand military man had become aware of the archonic disruption and was already traveling to investigate. “Change his orders to extreme quarantine and caution,” Helena hissed, before a wave of physical tiredness made her entire body shudder. She had been using her physical body for too long, and she would have to return to her perennial somnolent state, where her intelligence existed almost entirely in data-space.

      “Your Majesty?” the holo-girl of the LOHIU echoed.

      “Dismissed,” Helena managed to breath with a flicker of her finger, and the holo-form of her most treasured object vanished.

      Soon, the Eternal Empress thought as her mind started to drift towards the comforting darkness. Soon, she would be able to deactivate the LOHIU entirely. She would have no need for that wretched hybrid when the Archon finally arrived and recognized her as a god, too…

      But then, just as she fell into the arms of data-space, she went with the sudden, animal-like fear that perhaps this archonic energy signature meant that she wasn’t the only candidate. Perhaps there was another that the Archon favored…
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      Sector 5: Non-Aligned Space

      

      “Patch!?” Dalia staggered to one side of the hold, coughing from the bitter and acrid white smoke that had suddenly vented unexpectedly from one end of the Sul’Daar apocalypse missile.

      But it wasn’t just the choking smoke that disturbed her. It was the burst of teeth-grating nausea and icepick headache that made the Ilythian want to throw up. Dalia felt her skin at turns goosebump with cold or sweat with heat.

      A massive burst of PK energy, the Ilythian knew. It had to be Jake.

      But this feeling was also layered with a deep, unsettling existential terror as well. The mind of the distant Archon, transmitted through the young human PK.

      “Dee?” There was a cough as a form staggered out of the choking clouds of white steam. It was the Voider, still in his ridiculous patched and modified service jacket, suit and trousers brimming with tools—but the younger man’s eyes were streaming with blood.

      “Dear stars!” Dalia moved to grab Patch’s shoulders and steady him, dragging him toward where she thought the exit to the hold had to be.

      “Urk… I vented the coolant mixture… But I didn’t—” The human coughed weakly. “—think it would…”

      “No, this isn’t the propellant steam,” Dalia said grimly as she squinted, her eyes burning and her head still hammering with pain. “This is something entirely different.” One edge of the open bulkhead door to the storage hold loomed out of the mist, as did the shadowy form of one of the pirates, already swinging something through the air at them both.

      The pirate screamed as she swung the heavy blaster she had been holding.

      Stars! Dalia had a moment to drop Patch as she swung up one arm—

      “Hss!” She didn’t have time to direct her blocking forearm right, and the edge of the blaster struck her near her elbow, before the pirate with the bleeding eyes pulled the trigger.

      The burning particles surged past Dalia’s shoulder, and she felt the heat against her cheek and smelled the incineration of burning hair as she jabbed forward with the same blocking hand, striking the pirate woman with the heel of her palm, sending her stumbling backward.

      Dalia grabbed the woman’s much smaller blaster pistol from her hip belt, reversed the grip, and fired.

      FZZT! The acrid smoke was too dense to see if Dalia had stopped their opponent completely, but there was a heavy thump in the mists as something hit the floor.

      “Patch!?” Dalia turned, stretching out a free hand to seize the Void engineer’s own reaching one where he had stumbled against the wall, and pulling the human into the corridor beyond— through the vented coolant steam toward where Anders and Jake were being held.

      “Ack!” A cough from up ahead as another shape emerged out of the choking mist—no, not one shape, three. Dalia was already pointing her stolen pistol at the lead human, for the shape to suddenly throw his hands in the air.

      “Don’t shoot!” the older human coughed. “Your crew— They’re in there!” Despite what the man was saying, Dalia still hesitated over whether to shoot the man or not. But he wasn’t one of the space pirates that she had seen, and all three of them appeared to be only wearing their Proximian under-suits.

      “Are you crew?” Dalia closed the distance between them and trying not to pay attention to the twin lines of blood leaking from the man’s eyes. “Are my people alive!?” she demanded.

      “Yes! They’re alive! They’re in there!” the older man tried to shout, before erupting into coughs. “There’s escape pods at the end of this corridor. Two. You’ll all fit into one…” the man was coughing as Dalia abruptly turned away, dragging Patch behind her and into the hostage room.

      Let them flee. If they won’t stand and fight, then I have no use for them! she thought aggressively, with a cold determination that her father, Master Iktin of House Tularin, would have been proud of.

      The hostage hold wasn’t as filled with smoke as the missile hold was, and Dalia could quickly see where the huddling form of Anders was hunched over the prone form of Jake.

      Jake’s unconscious? The thought flashed through Dalia’s mind as she moved. How did the Archon come through then?

      “Anders,” she coughed, finally letting go of Patch as the Voider stumbled to the wall, sliding down to a crouch beside them. “Patch released the steam. We’ve got some time. The other Spinoza crew are fleeing the ship, but the Sul’Daar missiles—”

      “—are going to blow in ten minutes,” Patch wheezed, holding the node on the wrist of his suit close to his bleeding eyes. “That was what I was trying to tell you. I got the containment field working, but I set the auto-destruct timer and vented the coolant to give us time to escape…” Patch wheezed and thumped his chest before turning, shakily, toward Anders. “I didn’t think you’d want to keep the missiles, boss…”

      Anders groaned, struggling to get to his feet as he too had clearly been affected by the archonic blast. Dalia could see that the man was breathing fast, and he appeared weak and feverish. But his eyes aren’t running blood, the thought rose quickly.

      “Good job, Patch. Let’s— Let’s get out of here…” he groaned, reaching back down for Jake.

      “A-Anders?” Jake’s thin voice fluttered up to them, before immediately turning into hacking coughs as the young PK’s lungs reacted to the coolant smoke.

      “It’s alright, Jake,” Anders managed to wheeze as both he and Dalia helped the PK up. “We’re going to be alright. We just have to—”

      FZZT! A sudden bolt of crimson and purple shot toward them out of the mist, slamming into the bulkhead above them.

      “Scum!” bellowed a voice, as the large form of Sands appeared from where the bulkhead doorway would be, a heavy blaster in each hand, and with his face a mess of his own blood as he too had clearly been affected by the wave of terrible psychic energy.

      And Captain Sands was firing both heavy blasters, straight at the crew of the Unexpected Hope as they staggered and held onto each other.

      Frack it! The thought flashed through Anders’s mind as he saw the sudden flash of purple and crimson meson light from Sands’s blasters.

      The lieutenant fully expected this to be it. For them all to be dead, as it was impossible to move fast enough to release Jake and push Patch out of the way, hope that Dalia was also taking precautions, and to dive out of the way himself.

      So, Anders was very surprised when he realized, in the next heartbeat, that he wasn’t dead.

      Huh? In fact, he was even more surprised to see that the two burning meson bolts were hanging in mid-air, just half a meter or so away from their group, burning and fizzing and spitting sparks where they hovered.

      Jake, Anders realized as he saw that the PK youth he was holding had lowered his head and was glaring at the two meson bolts with a look of intense concentration. Two of the Ru’at’s nodes on the side of his head were pulsing with a complicated array of flickering blue light.

      Jake had somehow caught the burning balls of chain-reacting particles and held them in the air in front of him.

      “What!?” Sands was confused and incensed, and with a roar, he pulled the triggers of his two heavy blasters again and again.

      Anders let out a sudden exhalation of horrified breath, and he saw Patch flinch visibly as more bolts of hellfire shot toward them in the blink of an eye, each hanging in the air before them all just like the first two.

      “Grrr…” Jake was frowning deeper, and beads of sweat were appearing on his brow as he struggled to control the eight or so bolts of burning energy, and to tell matter and reality to not suddenly resume, slamming them all with enough laser shot to turn them into carbonated dust.

      “PK scum!” Anders heard Sands shout in his frenzy. He was clearly one of those people who deeply mistrusted and even disliked the PKs of their race, and their abilities.

      It’s probably not the best choice of words, Anders had a moment to think, just before each of the burning bolts of meson energy shot backwards, straight towards their sender.

      “Ai!” A brief gasp of breath before Sands exploded in a ball of crimson and purple light, leaving a sudden gap in the swirls of choking coolant mixtures, and a deep blackened mark on the metal bulkhead girder behind him.

      “At last…” Anders heard Dalia mutter viciously.

      Patch, however, had much more urgent advice. “Six minutes fifteen!” he shouted. “We have to get out of here, like, last lightyear!”

      Even though Anders had heard Dalia say that the Proximians had gone for the escape pods, he was surprised—and a little bit honored—when none of his crew voiced any alternative when he said, “The lift to the Hope is that way—”

      Six minutes? Anders thought as they ran. They could make it, couldn’t they?
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      The crew of the Unexpected Hope ran and staggered through the choking air in the hold of the Spinoza. They pushed and half-carried each other when one stumbled or fell, and they slammed into the lift. Patch was already at the door controls, pulling the safety wire for the metal box to judder, whine, and then go shooting upward.

      “Patch!” Anders wheezed. His face was still burning from the steam, but it was getting better by the moment as soon as he was out of its noxious grasp—

      “It’s okay, boss. I just have to—” Patch was studying the seemingly random flickering lights of the control panel with fixed intensity before jabbing the safety wire into the port once more. The lift suddenly shook, and the brakes started to screech and squeal.

      It juddered to a sudden halt, and another twist of Patch’s hand sent the double doors opening to reveal that they had overshot the hangar deck by a meter and had to squeeze through the gap to get to the other side.

      “Quickly now,” Anders muttered, an old habit when he would have teams of younger officers under him, as they emerged into the dark, flickering lights of the central corridor and started to run for the stairs down. “Patch, time!?” Anders called.

      “Three minutes forty!” the Voider gasped as they all added speed to their flight. Above their heads, the warning and emergency lights of the Spinoza were starting to flash as the ship’s internal mainframe—clearly still operational somehow, despite the state of the rest of the ship—blared.

      “Escape Pod 1 activated and deployed. Proximity warning: Unidentified ship entering near-field area.”

      “What!?” Anders hissed as his feet skittered down the steps after Jake. They were all bounding several steps at a time and could see the Ru’at module ship already in the nearby hangar.

      “Sir, I have remote access to the Unexpected Hope,” Moriarty dully informed him. There was a crackle of blue field energy around the cylindrical barrel-ship and it rose steadily into the air, turning and starting to move toward them across the open space of the flight avenue. Anders saw the door already hissing open and the ramp lowering just as Dalia was the first to cross the space and hit the ramp, leading upwards, with Patch close behind her.

      “Can you get an identity on that unknown ship!?” Anders gasped as he landed on the flight avenue, one hand propelling Jake ahead of him as they both sprinted. Neither of them wanted to be around when the Sul’Daar missiles went off.

      “Accessing the Hope’s sensor array right now, sir,” Moriarty informed him as Jake dove into the Ru’at ship, and Anders followed at a close second. The lieutenant could hear the access door hissing shut behind him.

      “Get the Spinoza’s bay doors open!” Anders shouted as he ran down the corridor behind Jake. “Blast them open if you have to!”

      “No need—” Jake was saying, already raising his hands to the doors of the control room ahead. For a moment, as Anders skidded inside, he feared that Jake was somehow going to move the module ship to shoot them through the Spinoza’s bay doors, but as the holo-screens flickered alive over Anders’s control chair, he saw a very different story—

      The double hangar bay doors of the Spinoza were shuddering, rending on their pistons the size of adult human beings, before suddenly being wrenched up into their seats. The vacuum propelled the Unexpected Hope faster towards the arc of stars of the non-aligned Sector 5.

      “Sir?” It was Moriarty, his suave and cultured tones completely at ease with the entire situation as Anders was diving for the control chair and Patch was clinging to the second’s chair. Dalia, of course, was already in place and wrestling with the control levers.

      “I have a sensor readout from the Unexpected Hope,” he said. “Although the Ru’at vessel couldn’t identify it, I am able to with my Throne Marine encyclopedia.”

      “Don’t tell me it’s that fracking attack fighter back again!” Anders said as the seat buckles enclosed around his waist and chest in an X-grip, and the two control levers to either side of his chair swept up to either side of him.

      “No, sir, it is not. Relaying to the Hope’s fields,” Moriarty said, just as the central holo-screen suddenly swirled its view, for a small, dark shape to suddenly grow larger and larger as the magnification grew.

      It was a black fang of a vessel. Long and pointed at one end, with clearly visible weapons modules like the pregnant sacks of some terrible insect clustered under the prow and along the short, wedge-shaped wings.

      But the Throne Marine vessel was much, much larger than the smaller attack crafts that it aped. In fact, it was so big that it could carry at least one squad of the smaller craft inside its hold should it want.

      It was an obsidian black, of course, with the larger part of it matte-black and unreflective, and only the smaller gildings and guiding lights that gave away its shark-like contours to the viewer.

      Outstanding, Anders groaned. Although such ships were, technically, secret, Anders had once been a Throne Marine, and later a fairly influential police officer. He had seen them before. He had been chased by one of them before when fleeing the Marine training world of Barakar.

      “She’s a Reaver,” Anders said grimly. “Super-black operations, military intelligence craft. Deep inception, surveillance, and counter-insurgency craft.” He knew that if there was any craft that he wouldn’t like to have gone up against in an aerial dogfight, it would have probably been a Reaver.

      “It also means that she’s got at least a major on board,” Anders added. An important military figure. Not the most important, but if a major went missing, or was killed, or just got into a bit of trouble out there in space, then word would soon get out and there would be a whole battle-operation sent to rectify their problems.

      Luckily for Anders and the crew of the Ru’at module ship, however, it was more or less at that point that the Sul’Daar missiles decided to explode.
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      “External shields to full!” the flight commander of the Reaver shouted as the civilian ship on the holo-screen ahead of them flowered open into a bruise of reds and greens before glowing brighter and brighter…and brighter still.

      Idiots! Behind the control desks, Commander-General Cread hissed in sudden, electric annoyance. His flight crew were the very best, of course, handpicked for this task, but the leader of the Throne Marine military forces was certain that there was only himself who could really see what was coming.

      “That implosion wave is just too large! Can’t you see the energy readings, you imbeciles!?” Cread shouted. The first thing that his eyes had flickered to were the sensor readings of the waves of plasma that momentarily erupted from the Spinoza, only to be sucked in. The rate of decay of the chain-reaction molecules was just far too high. Too high for anything other than a multi-megaton thermonuclear device.

      A colony killer.

      “Abort all operations!” Cread bellowed. “Retreat at full propulsion! Prepare jump drives!”

      The Reaver was still many klicks away from the action, but the magnified image of the destruction ahead was bad enough. The waves of splashing green and red were routinely sucked back into the collapsing shell of the Spinoza—as they would have to be, given the laws of vacuum physics.

      As the bright bubble in its heart grew brighter, the sped-up image looked like the birth of a star in some distant nebula.

      And now the bright glow was expanding in a bubble, and it was expanding fast.

      “Outer shockwave reaching our location in five…four…three—” the senior tracking officer was shouting, his voice wavering just slightly at the suddenness of the explosion.

      “Inner shields at maximum!” Cread commanded, and instantly, his orders were obeyed by the Reaver’s mainframe, overriding every other officer’s command… Cread knew that an explosion that big would probably overcome the external shields, meaning that the load would be transferred to the inner array.

      “Impact!” the officer-at-arms shouted in the same instant that the Reaver was picked up by the outer edge of burning particles and thrown from its previous position, as if its propulsion and field engines hadn’t even been firing at all.

      “Brace!” the flight commander shouted, himself seizing each side of his control desk as the ship was swept to one side. At least two of the standing flight officers were thrown aside, and Cread heard at least one muffled, injured cry.

      As for Cread, he dropped to the floor as he slid, catching a hold of his command chair and hauling himself bodily back towards it.

      “Turning!” the flight commander shouted, for the Reaver to fire its positional rockets along one side of the vessel, half-rolling as it now had its prow pointing out of the accelerating shockwave—

      “Second shockwave approaching in six…five…four…” the tracking officer was saying.

      Something that most people don’t know about the largest breed of explosives, Cread thought in a heartbeat. The true giants of the apocalyptic weapons were so vast, and so large, that they generally burnt up all of the nearby available oxygen, carbon, xenon, and many other particles, creating shockwaves of force that were mere shadows of the actual power that was about to be thrown their way…

      “Jump engines!?” Cread demanded.

      “Fifty-five percent cycling, sir!” said the jump officer, just as the second shockwave hit.

      This time, although the second wave was more powerful than the first, the effect was actually less damaging, as the Reaver was also powering with the tide of force and not against it. The super-black intelligence craft was flung even faster, almost approaching jump speed alone just by the sheer carry-potential of the explosion wave that it was riding.

      “Sixty-five percent cycling, sir!” the jump officer said. “Coordinates?”

      “Back to the Pillar-of-Empire, you dolt!” Cread hissed as he saw another vector blip shoot across the screen, keeping pace with the outer shell of the second shockwave just as they themselves were doing.

      Cread hissed through his teeth as he saw the tiny, white cylinder with a faint, glittering shell of blue sparkling all around it as it too was clearly taking a battering.

      It was the Ru’at ship. It was the very ancient aliens that the Eternal Empress had feared so much.

      “Officer-at-Arms! I want a catch-field on that vessel!” Cread shouted, meaning the narrow bands of field energy that could be ‘flung’ toward nearby objects or craft, destabilizing their forward momentum as they would enclose them into bubbles of field-energy, effectively ‘catching’ them.

      “Yes, sir.” To his credit, the senior officer-at-arms, responsible for initiating any tactical decisions, didn’t hesitate. He was already moving his hands through his holo-controls to calculate the most efficient energy output and initiate.

      “Commander-General, sir! A catch-field will cut our own jump potential!” the jump officer shouted desperately.

      “Are you questioning my orders, Jump Officer?” Cread demanded as internally, he was deciding to electrocute the man’s suit as soon as they were out of harm’s way.

      Of course, ‘harm’s way’ appeared to be getting closer and closer with every moment, even Cread had to recognize. Both the Reaver and the Ru’at ship were riding the second shockwave at blistering speeds, but even that wasn’t going to be fast enough as the shockwaves started to collapse, and the gigantic, expanding sphere of light grew larger and larger behind them.

      “Catch-field calculated. Do you want me to initiate action, sir?” the officer-at-arms said loyally.

      “Of c—” Cread was partway through saying, just as he noticed just how close the real explosion bubble was behind them. In some ways, the jump officer had been right, although Cread would never admit it, and the commander-general would still have him killed for publicly questioning his decisions.

      Both the Reaver and the Ru’at module ship were about to engulfed in the bubble of burning white light that looked even larger than one of the Throne Marine’s largest nuclear missiles.

      Sul’Daar, Cread remembered. They weren’t just city or colony killers, were they? They were entire planet killers. And from the looks of it, there had been more than one on board the gun-running Proximian Spinoza.

      “Abort catch-field! Initiate jump engines, now!” Cread commanded with obvious frustration and scorn. The Reaver was already shuddering and shaking thanks to the shockwaves, but now a much deeper reverberation was added to that disturbance. Cread watched the visual scanners eclipse in a sparkling blue haze, and the stars around them started to blur and distort.

      Dammit! Commander-General Cread swore as the Reaver tore through the fabric of space-time and rippled into full jump space, just before the widening supernova of the Ilythian weapon caught up with it.

      Cread held onto the arms of his shaking command chair for one taut, tense moment as he struggled with his interior emotions. He had lost the Ru’at ship. He had almost had a chance to capture it, to dissect its contents and learn its secrets. He had lost his chance to find out just why the Eternal Empress was so scared of them.

      And now, no one is ever going to get to find out who or what they are, Cread thought with utter distaste. What a waste of an opportunity!

      “Jump field stabilized, sir,” called the jump officer, with gratitude at his survival plain in his relieved tones. “We will be arriving at the Pillar-of-Empire B in just under twenty-eight minutes, sir,” the man said gladly.

      Cread was not happy about this prospect. He knew that his return to his home base, so recently after being sent out by the Eternal Empress herself, would incur questioning. The empress might send that ridiculous pipsqueak of a glorified calculator—the herald—to berate him, or, if Cread was really unlucky, he might be given a direct audience with the data-self of the Eternal Empress herself.

      Ugh. Cread was not happy about any of it. He didn’t like failure. He didn’t like not getting his own way, whenever he wanted it.

      And one other thing that the commander-general really didn’t like was being humiliated by anyone. Just like his senior jump officer had tried to do to him, getting him to change his mind in front of his bridge crew. For a wild moment, Cread wondered at the efficiency and expense of changing out the whole dang lot of his elite bridge crew—but that would be a waste, wouldn’t it?

      Instead, Cread hit the brief sequence of buttons on his jacket cuff that would send the required punishment to his jump officer. In the background, the man suddenly flinched as every one of his suit’s lights flared and flickered at once, and then slumped with a heavy bang to his desk, smoking from his neck collar.

      That, at least, made the commander-general feel just a little bit better about everything.
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      Sector 4: Throne Border

      

      “Damage report!” Anders’s voice broke through the insistent bleeps of the Ru’at ship’s warnings.

      “Sir, external shields at critical,” Moriarty, connected to the main server of the module ship, said, “with interior shielding running at less than fifty percent capacity. Major radiation accumulation on the external hull plating, but luckily, no structural damage.”

      “Thank the stars,” Anders sighed, before shaking his head. “Right.” He lifted his tired eyes to the holo-screens above that were coming back online and starting to calibrate their stellar coordinates. As soon as Patch had arrived on the command bridge of the Unexpected Hope, and as Anders had seized the flight controls, the Voider had started whistling and clicking a whole string of fluting, chirruping code-speak, activating their ship’s jump engines just as Anders tried to wrestle the Hope out of the expanding shockwaves.

      They had only just made it, Anders knew. One moment more and—

      “Whatever…” The lieutenant shook his head. “Now where in this entire cosmos are we?”

      The screens washed once more with the ship’s scanners, before a series of flashing vectors and lights started appearing, indicating stars, colony worlds…

      “I asked for the nearest stable, non-nebula or black hole-filled space,” Patch was saying, which Anders thought was a good idea as the ‘bridge’ of non-aligned Sector 5 was notorious for them.

      “Sector 4, Throne borders…” Anders grimaced as he started recognize some of the star designations: Procylon, Recidius, Stamford, Beta-Cartae...

      Unfortunately, however, the screens also started filling with second sensor overlay. All of which were alarms.

      “Frack!” Anders swore as he realized what he was looking at. It was multiple warnings, emergency calls, and distant alerts.

      He was looking at one of the frontlines of the Throne-Ilythian-Mondrauk war!

      “Magnify forward screens,” Anders breathed. Their ship was still a long way out from the action, as it was clear that the Ilythian-Mondrauk alliance was pushing its way forward in three separate spearheads into throne space ahead of them. The Hope itself was far behind the action, on the edge of the borders itself.

      The forward sensor screens suddenly magnified to reveal three glittering arrowheads of light, plasma, and fire stretching out like talons into the Reach of the Golden Throne. Smaller digital vectors revealed that inside those waves of fire were flights of ships—mostly Ilythian—that had joined their individual ships’ shields together to form three different group shields, which were being hammered by the defending throne battlegroups.

      The space between the stars burned. It looked like the battlefield of the gods themselves. Anders was astonished at the display of firepower. There had to be at least three of the Pillar-of-Empire vessels, tall spires of metal with three-hundred-and-sixty-degree firing range. Arrayed around each one where the meatiest of the Throne Marines’ battleships, the Destroyers, Bulldogs, and Eagles, all of whom were firing salvo after salvo at the Ilythian group shields.

      And the Ilythians can’t even fire back! Anders realized. If they were to, then they would have to drop parts of their group shielding, and the Throne Marine battlegroups were making sure that they couldn’t.

      “What are they thinking!?” Dalia hissed in horror at the sight. “It can’t be long before—” she was in the middle of saying, just as her prediction came to pass…

      Along the inner edge of the furthest ‘arrow’ of flaming shields, there was suddenly a much larger explosion-wave of pure crimson. Anders saw a moment of darkness as the flames evaporated. A section of the shields had been breached!

      And suddenly, there were streams of racing, flaring torpedoes flying into the tiny gap, turning as their onboard, kamikaze simulated intelligences adjusted their flight paths. They looked like hornets or bees attacking the vulnerable eyes of a wounded animal.

      And then there was a line of white flashes across the arrowhead as more of the Ilythian shield-ships inside were hit. The entire third ‘arrow’ broke apart, exposing the Ilythian shield ships for one terrible moment—completely helpless before the coming missiles, torpedoes, and meson barrages.

      “No!” Dalia’s hands tightened on her control levers.

      The ire of that part of the throne battlegroup tore into the exposed Ilythian ships, many of them bursting and imploding in flashes of light as they tried to scatter—

      “No, stay together!” Dalia hissed, beside herself in horror.

      But it was already too late. The third advance of the Ilythian fleet was being forced apart from its neighboring groups, peeling apart into even smaller squadrons and flights, and revealing the Mondrauk Hammer ships at their heart. These Mondrauk battle cruisers with their two forward ‘arms’ did not turn away from the barrage, but instead turned their armor plating toward the enemy, and the nearest Pillar-of-Empire ship.

      “Fools,” Anders breathed. But brave fools. It was, of course, the Mondrauk way to never back down from a challenge. The goat-legged, horned aliens were an aggressive but intensely honorable people, who believed that any challenge or conflict bettered you and proved your place in the universe.

      Anders and the others watched as the small flight of Hammer ships managed to even make it almost to the first wave of Marine Bulldog ships under the constant barrages of fire, before a gigantic beam of blinding white meson-fire, like the finger of a god, lanced down from the nearest Pillar-of-Empire, completely blowing apart the first two of the Hammers and making the careening, rolling final three easy to pick off.

      And then, Anders saw the third throne battlegroup start to mop up their scattering invaders. Fast-moving squadrons of Marine fighters were sent out, like hordes of gnats, to surround and chase the knots of Ilythian ships, harrying them toward the forward lines of the Bulldogs and the Eagles.

      “They don’t stand a chance…” Anders muttered sorrowfully.

      “What is Father thinking of!?” Dalia, however, was far from sorrowful. She had even sprung from her co-command chair to march toward the magnified viewscreens, brimming with rage.

      “Computer, locate the Istel!” the Ilythian said, incensed.

      There was a flicking wash of green sensor light over the screen before it suddenly narrowed into a tiny blip in the heart of one of the Ilythian ‘arrowheads.’ It would have been the one at the very center of the three-pronged incursion, but now stood on its own, with the sudden obliteration of its fellow.

      “Is that your father’s ship?” Anders said, feeling suddenly very confused as to what he was going to do.

      “The Istel is the lead House Tularin destroyer,” Dalia growled, her body electric with anger and frustration. “If he’s anywhere, then he’ll be there. Can I get a message to her past the shields?” Dalia turned to say fiercely to Patch.

      “I, uh…” Patch flickered a glance at Anders, who nodded his assent. “I’ll see what I can do.” The Voider turned to the screens and started whistling and clicking in his strange Void tongue, interspersing it with regular throne English. “I might be able to get a narrow-band through the shields…”

      “Do it quickly!” Dalia was beside herself. “You saw what happened to that other attack group! Those shield-ships cannot last for long!”

      Patch whistled and clicked and purred at the servers as Anders returned to checking the Unexpected Hope’s own capabilities.

      “She’ll last an estimated three minutes-point-seventeen-oh-five seconds if we engage directly, sir,” Moriarty said in his calm, unfussed tones. Even his own destruction did not appear to faze the simulated intelligence.

      “Then I guess we’d better not do that then, shall we?” Anders whispered. “Where is the nearest safe colony world?”

      “Define ‘safe,’ sir…” Moriarty replied.

      “Point taken. One which isn’t in active combat? Where we can dock, re-supply, get enough to take us through to—” Anders looked at the small, glittering trail of coordinates, numbers, and dots on one side of the screen. Earth. The destination that had been given to them by the Ru’at. The destination that no other civilian human knew—no one apart from the top brass of throne society.

      It was where the hope of the entire galaxy was, if the cyborg Ru’at were to be believed.

      “Anders?” said a small voice. It was Jake at Anders’s side. He was frowning as he looked at the incensed Dalia and the busy, concentrating Patch. “We can’t hang around, Lieutenant. I can feel…” Jake’s forehead suddenly shone with perspiration, and the youth swallowed nervously. “It’s coming. It’ll be here soon.”

      “I know.” Anders nodded. He knew precisely what the PK was talking about. The Black Sun, making its way through space-time right now to throne space. Perhaps even to here!

      And when it arrives? It was Anders’s turn to swallow nervously. Then they were all going to burn.

      “Got them!” Patch called out as a small blue window appeared. The Void Worlder nodded to Dalia. “Go ahead. It’s a tiny, narrow-band frequency that won’t last long.”

      “Istel, this if Dchllyiealoparisaan of the House of Tularin on board the Unexpected Hope. I have a message for—” Dalia was saying, just as the small blue box glitched, and suddenly filled with the sight of the ascetic, long-faced Master Iktin, who was the master of the most war-like of the Ilythian houses, as well as being Dalia’s father.

      Anders felt his teeth grind a little. The last time he had spent any time in the Ilythian’s company, Iktin had held him prisoner, accused him of being a spy or worse, and then thrown him into a trial by combat! Patch, who had been subjected to the same treatment, let out a low, scornful mutter…

      “Daughter!” Iktin blinked in confusion. He wore his purple robes underneath the tighter, sheath-like forms of Ilythian power armor, each one a composite plate of hardened green and gold material. “What is that ship you are piloting? I have never seen its like before. What arms does it have? Protect your people!” he barked at her, and Anders saw Dalia flinch with every command.

      “Father…” Dalia breathed raggedly, as it clearly took much inner strength for her to say what she had to say to him. “What under the stars are you doing? A full-scale incursion into throne space!? How could you hope to ever win!?”

      In response, Iktin merely scowled before hissing in that Ilythian, cat-like way. There were alarms and alerts clearly audible behind him from the bridge of the Istel.

      “I have no time for this!” Master Iktin’s eyes flickered around the bridge of the Unexpected Hope. “I see that your choice of compatriots is, as ever, non-Ilythian, daughter of mine,” he said sourly.

      “You know what it is we do. We were charged with our mission by Spokeswoman Wenoraibara herself!” Dalia reminded her father tartly.

      “The spokeswoman is only the voice and the face of the Council of Ilythia, child,” Iktin countered. “And as you know, the entire council voted to approve my plan…”

      “Your plan!” Dalia burst out, unable to contain herself anymore. “And just what is that? Suicide? Throwing away every warrior and battleship and destroyer that Ilythia has in a foolish full-frontal assault on a far bigger enemy!?”

      “You wouldn’t understand!” Iktin snapped, banging whatever command desk he stood behind. “You do not have all the facts, daughter. Now you can either aid me, and your own people, or stay out of my way!”

      “Sir?” Moriarty said, his voice being transmitted from Anders’s node across the entire bridge. “From the rate of decay of the Ilythians’ combined arrow shield, and an analysis of the firepower now being used, I estimate that Master Iktin’s arrowhead will destabilize in approximately seven minutes…”

      “You heard that, Father!?” Dalia cried out. “Seven minutes! You have seven minutes!”

      In response, Dalia’s father merely took a step back from the camera and raised one long-fingered hand in a salute to his own daughter. He held the pose for a heartbeat. “You have my orders, daughter. Join us or flee.” And, with a wave of his hand, Iktin cut the connection between them and the small blue screen went black.

      “Father! Wait! No!” Dalia said, crying out in alarm as Anders realized just how deeply upset she was. “You miserable old fool!” he heard the Ilythian breath. “You’d rather die than say you got it wrong…”

      “Dalia…” Anders tried his best to say softly. “We should… I mean… Earth…”

      If the Ilythian heard his words at all, she did not register them as she continued to look at the flaming arrowheads in front of them both, aghast.

      And just as Anders was trying to figure whether just to jump them out of there to anywhere, and save Dalia the sight of her father’s demise, there was a flicker of lights across the screen.

      “Jump signals—” Patch was saying as the starlight flickered and flared, revealing multiple squadrons of ships, each one saucer-shaped with smaller, octagonal battle-towers at their hubs.

      “Secari ships!?” Anders said. The saucer ships of the crustacean species of crab-men were unmistakable.

      The Secari were classed as a ‘belligerent’ civilization in the Throne Archives, but only so far as they were a paranoid, generally wary sort of people. And because there are so many of them, Anders reasoned. The Secari were actually the second-largest civilization in the known galaxy, with humans as the most promiscuous, and with the Ilythians coming a distant third.

      But the Secari had almost seemed vaguely content to keep to their borders, the lieutenant knew. They rarely, if ever, attacked Throne Marine installations and had largely accepted the reach of the Eternal Empress, because that meant that they could travel and trade with impunity. Anders knew that there had been a brief but a very decisive war with the crab-men in the early years of the throne, but the Eternal Empress had baked their swamp and marsh worlds with multiple low-orbit detonations—stripping their humid and wet homes of their protective atmospheres and meaning that tens of thousands of the mollusks simply cooked in their shells…

      It was when you got a few of them on their own that they were real trouble. Anders watched the spinning Secari ships, which had jumped in behind the Pillar ships. He knew this from his time as a police officer. If a Mondrauk merchant arrived at his home port, it would have meant a wary, watchful eye in case they got enraged, but generally they wouldn’t pick a fight with a random human civilian as the Mondrauks deemed them too weak. However, if a contingent of Secari merchants arrived, then Anders would have always issued an alert, because they were sure to get drunk on dairy products and start a fight…

      They must have had a lot of dairy products then, a small part of Anders thought as he saw the first wave of Secari saucers spin up to full velocity and hammer into the Pillar in a kamikaze crescendo.

      “What!?” Patch burst out. This was unheard of.

      “Why would the Secari attack the throne!?” Dalia breathed.

      Was this the secret plan Master Iktin was waiting for? Anders blinked. He could think of one very good reason why the Secari would attack the Pillar ship. “Every civilization alive is under threat by the Eternal Empress,” he said, watching as more of the saucers launched their daring, doomed strikes.

      The attacks caught the throne forces entirely by surprise, the onlookers saw. All of the throne battlegroups and flight squadrons had been facing the other way, out towards the borders of Sector 4, and had been firing a constant barrage against the arrow-shield formations.

      And there are a lot of the Secari here… Anders blinked—perhaps about a third of the size of the entire Forward Group of Throne Marine forces.

      “It’s still not going to be enough,” Anders said in agitation, however, his military mind racing to tote up the numbers.

      “Your analysis is correct, sir. As soon as the Pillar ships engage—” Moriarty was saying, right as two of the three giant cylinders did just that. Entire forests of meson beams—each one which would be a main, heavy weapon on any smaller craft—lanced toward the suicidal Secari. They were accompanied by the fewer but far larger main beam weapons from the tips of the two Pillar ships.

      “They’re picking them off before they can detonate!” Dalia was saying—as something else started to happen, now further behind in the Ilythian-Mondrauk fleet.

      The shielded arrow formations were growing smaller, and faster. A lot of the barrage fire against the two claws had diminished, allowing the ships to surge forward—but from their vantage point behind the bridgehead, Anders could see multiple sparkling lights from the arrow formations as well.

      “They’re jumping out!” Anders called. It was true, the Ilythian-Mondrauk forces were using this diversion caused by their new allies to flee the battlefield.

      “But why would he…” Dalia echoed the lieutenant’s confusion. “Why would my father launch the largest offensive in Ilythian history, just to pull back? What good has he achieved apart from losing a third of our already small forces!?”

      More crackling, flickering lights followed from both the Ilythian arrow shields and the Secari as well. All opposing flights were fleeing the borders, leaving just the glowing tips of the two arrowheads now breaking into the Marine lines.

      There can only be a handful of shielded ships at their points, Anders was thinking. “Moriarty, isolate the Istel!” he asked quickly, for his suspicion to be proved.

      “Sir, the House Tularin destroyer the Istel is located,” Moriarty said. A gleaming green circle suddenly narrowed to the very burning tip of the lead arrow-shield.

      “Father!” Dalia took a step toward the screen, one long-fingered hand even reaching out as if, somehow miraculously, she might be able to pluck her father’s flagship out of digital space right there and then.

      She couldn’t, of course, and suddenly, the Istel and the other glowing tip of the arrow-shield—as the last of the Secari ships were vanishing back to where they’d come from—erupted into glowing balls of brilliant white light.

      It was a small, glaringly white bauble from this far distance that the Unexpected Hope sat at, but Anders and the others could see the light expanding faster and faster, sending out two flame-red shockwaves in front of it…

      “Sul’Daar…” Dalia breathed, recognizing the apocalypse weapon that they had so recently survived. No other weapon in the Ilythian arsenal would be powerful enough to cause such monumental damage.

      “My father packed the Istel with Sul’Daar missiles…” Dalia shook her head, reeling from the realization that her father—her troublesome, authoritative, bullying, and cruel father—had given his life for them all.

      The Sul’Daar were designed as planet-killers, Anders knew, but that did not mean they did not have a battlefield use in space. Anders watched as the Throne Marine forces desperately peeled away, scrambling to try and get away from the twin expanding, Ilythian-built mini-supernovas.

      Distantly, Marine ships were crashing into each other in their flight. Others flickered and glowed as they jumped from where they had sat, but there were many that were caught up in the outer shockwave and flung back against the shields of the Pillar-of-Empire ships like flaming comets.

      And then the two bubbles of light hit the two nearest Pillar ships and sent smaller plasma explosions along their edges before the explosion-wave collapsed, leaving behind a field of carcasses.

      “Look, look!” Patch was pointing at the screens to where one of the Pillar-of-Empire ships, one of five of such grand ships that had never been defeated in combat, was now broken into three parts, sparking and spilling explosions as it spun lazily through the void.

      And the other Pillar ship that had been caught by the explosion was slowly listing to one side, still in one piece—amazingly—but with many smaller explosions erupting up and down its length.

      She’ll be out of action, take months or years to repair… Anders thought. The Ilythian-Mondrauk-Secari alliance had managed to take out one entire Forward Group of the Throne Marine forces, and severely damage another. They had also eliminated two out of the three Pillar ships from the equation of war.

      “But at what cost?” Anders murmured to himself. That still left three more Forward Groups of Throne Marines in play, and that wasn’t counting the planetary defenses, armed satellites, and the entire elite Marine armies of Imperial 1.

      And the Ilythians had given everything… Anders blinked.

      “Sir, incoming!” Patch called as Anders’s hands tightened on the control levers, just as alarm calls rang out across the bridge and multiple blue warning glyphs started to scroll down one edge of the holo-screens.

      “Sir, we’ve been hit by multiple catch-fields,” Moriarty was saying as the holo-screens flashed into tactical mode, showing a three-dimensional diorama of their ship in the center of a web of three beams of blue-green light.

      And each one threaded not to a Throne Marine ship, but to a Secari saucer.

      “Maximum external shields!” Anders called, wrenching the control levers from one side to the other…but it was no good. The Unexpected Hope just wasn’t moving at all.

      “Patch, I want solutions!” the lieutenant called as Dalia took to her seat.

      “Catch-fields disrupt and override our own field energy, boss!” the Voider said between his urgent clicks and whistles. “We’re as stuck as a Venmathi pig in—”

      “I might have a solution.” Jake got up from his chair and was already turning around and around in a slow semi-circle, as if locating where each of the three Secari ships that had caught them were.

      “The Secari ships are powering their jump engines, boss!” Patch called out as he read the signatures. “They mean to take us somewhere…”

      “Hopefully, they’re not going to fly us straight into one of the Pillar ships,” Anders growled, looking intently at Jake. The PK was their only hope now. He had torn the hangar bay doors from the Spinoza, hadn’t he? But was he powerful enough, with the added Ru’at augmentations, to rip entire spacecraft apart?

      Both the Unexpected Hope and their Secari captors were indeed starting to move, faster and faster, and a glittering field of blue and white jump-light was starting to appear around them.

      “Jake, whatever you’ve got planned, I’d say do it now,” Anders growled.

      Jake had one hand up in one direction, presumably at one of the catch-fields and the Secari saucer emitting it, but then, abruptly, Jake dropped his hand to his side and breathed a shuddering sigh so deep that Anders could see the boy’s shoulders tremble.

      “Jake! What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Anders demanded. The last thing that he wanted to see was for Jake to lose control of his powers and to allow the Black Sun total access to his mind once again

      “I’m okay, Anders,” Jake was saying as he stumbled back to the co-command chair he had been sitting on. On the screens and around them, the glittering ball of jump-energy was only getting brighter, and they were clearly about to jump to wherever the Secari wanted them to.

      “Jake?” Anders asked in confusion.

      “It’s alright, Lieutenant,” the PK was saying wearily. “I was about to kill all of the Secari officers and crew on board the ship—”

      You can do that!? The worried thought passed over the policeman’s worried mind.

      “—but when I reached toward them…” Jake nodded to the screen, which suddenly flickered and glitched as a familiar voice emerged, followed by a holo of a young girl with a bob of blonde hair and a cheery-red tunic.

      “Lieutenant Corsigon, Patch McGuire, Dchllyiealoparisaan of the House of Tularin,” said the mysterious voice that had set each of them on this perilous quest, lifting them out of their previous lives and into the center of an interstellar war.

      “And J-14…” It even turned to look fondly at Jake. “The Secari are working with me. They are going to help guide you.”
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      “Creeeead!” the voice of the Eternal Empress screeched.

      Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian was incensed.

      She was watching the final moments of the Battle of the Three Pillars, as it was fast being called, on her personal data-space—a dark void into which she could appear however she wanted to and populate in any way and in whatever fashion she wanted to as well. This was the empress’s more personal domain, and where she existed for most of her conscious—and unconscious—life.

      But now, as she saw the rising supernova of the Sul’Daar missiles taking out two of her beloved Pillar ships, the Eternal Empress was angry. Very angry.

      The battle had been going so well… Her foolish enemy, the Ilythians and the Mondrauks, had decided to react just as she had wanted them to. Their childish pride and arrogance had led them to form a coalition to ‘rally against her tyranny’ as her spy satellites had overheard.

      Master Iktin and Jhan Poul of Jakka had launched their offensive, believing that they had right on their side, and that their silly beliefs in honor and nobility and the purest of intentions would be enough to unseat her—her, the Eternal Empress! The woman who was so close to becoming a god!

      The Ilythians and Mondrauks had launched their great offensive, and of course, the empress’s three forward battlegroups had responded. The three arrow-shield formations of the Ilythians had barely managed to get ten lightyears into her borders before her firepower started to pull them apart—

      But then the Secari showed up… The Eternal Empress scowled at the frozen image, still displaying the kamikaze saucer ships.

      “Herald!” the empress spat, for a haze of golden sparks to coalesce in the dark and the aesthete form of the golden herald to reconfigure, lightly hopping out of the sparks and bowing with an elaborate flourish.

      “Your Majesty and Excellency—” the herald began.

      “Send the clones to Seca. I want that swamp of a planet to burn!” she demanded.

      “Uh, of course, Your Majesty.” The herald nodded. “Should I alert Commander-General Cread? Tell him to formulate an appropriate battleplan?”

      “Cread has failed me already today.” The digital form of Helena turned to survey the frozen battle site. She walked straight through the stilled supernova of the Sul’Daar missiles and stopped before her two beloved Pillars.

      “If Cread had been doing his job properly, then he would have prevented this from happening,” the Eternal Empress said with great scorn. “Tell Lieutenant-General Darius to take over the assault on Seca. I want them removed from the Reach of the Golden Throne entirely, do you understand me?” Helena turned to glare at the herald, who nodded quickly. Even though the herald was a very advanced simulated intelligence, something that wasn’t really even a lifeform at all, it appeared that some part of his sub-quantum circuitry knew the extreme danger of deletion he was in right now.

      “Every outpost, colony world, privilege, and trading right that I gave to those disgusting crustaceans!” Helena railed. “And this is how they betray me!? I want everything—everything—stripped from them! Hammer them back to their fetid swamps and burn them there!” she crowed, for the Herald to bow deeply.

      “As you wish, Your Majesty—”

      “Then what are you waiting for? Do it!” Helena screeched. The golden form of the herald blinked several times before exploding into a cloud of golden dust—his way of leaving the data-space.

      Ugh! Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian cursed. Why was she so surrounded by idiots and dolts?

      Because they are not like me, her answer came, immediate and unbidden. Even the herald—with a few trillion gigatons of processing power behind him—did not have the five hundred years of experience that Helena had.

      With a wave of one hand, the Eternal Empress collapsed the image of the Battle of the Three Pillars back into blackness and stayed there herself—a much younger version of herself, however.

      A younger me when I used to run and fight and shoot and shout… Helena remembered a far different time and a far different solar system. One which had ten planets and one sun, and the third rock from the sun was blue-green like heaven.

      Before…

      The younger version of Helena suddenly flinched as she remembered the rising orbs of nuclear detonations that had erupted across the surface of Earth. That had been the actions of a general too, hadn’t it? Not one called Cread. One called Hausman.

      All of Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian’s past tasted like ashes to her now. Even her successes and her triumphs, fighting off the Ru’at invasion fleet with the help of the very Outcast Marines whose name she would come to hate and despise.

      Maybe that was what had made the younger Helena know that she had to reach further than any other before her. That she had to divorce her species from the fragile little bauble it had evolved from.

      Or maybe Helena just didn’t want anything that reminded her of her past anymore.

      Either way, no one had the one experience that had changed the course of her destiny forever. No one else had found the trace of the Archons and had found a way—through the Voider ansible and genetic experimenting with the LOHIU—to contact it.

      But I did. I did! Helena thought, her face lifting a little and a beatific smile spreading across her features.

      And, as she had reached across the cosmos toward this ancient and strange being, so the Archon had reached back toward her. Perhaps it sensed a kindred spirit in her, someone who had managed to live for five hundred years through skill and wits alone, and could see the way this universe worked.

      And the Archon had promised her that there was a way for her to never be harmed ever again. To be safe forever. To never be betrayed again.

      And all she had to do would be to prove that she was worthy of it. She had done most of the hard work herself already, after all. She just needed to prove to the Archon of their galaxy that she was the most powerful, the strongest, and the most determined.

      All she had to do was to enslave every other spacefaring civilization.
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      Sector 2: Seca, Secari Space

      

      “Wait…” Anders said, just as the holo-form of the girl vanished from the Hope’s screens. The lieutenant was left feeling somewhat stunned by the interjection, and his eyes slid naturally to the other PK in the room.

      “Can you— I mean— Are you in touch with her?” he asked. It was hard for him to give voice to the many frustrations he currently felt. How is she going to stop the Black Sun? How powerful is she? What part do we play in all of this?

      “No.” Jake shook his head sadly. “It’s not like that for PKs.” He frowned, his eyes going far away. “I can sense nearby psychics and psychic energies, and the closer or more powerful they are, the easier access I have to them.”

      The Archon must be truly powerful then, Anders thought immediately. If it was many hundreds and thousands of lightyears away, yet had a direct mind-to-mind access to Jake here…

      “But she—the girl, I mean…” Jake grimaced, and Anders wondered if the youth was remembering his time spent inside isolation tubes, attached to wires as the Eternal Empress plumbed his genetics for the keys to creating her clone army of psychics.

      Maybe Jake is a part of the same program that came up with whatever the girl is, Anders realized as the youth who had only been designated as J-14 since infancy continued.

      “There seems to be shields and interference around her.” The lines on Jake’s brow only deepened. “It could be other PKs. It could be some experimental sort of field technology that the empress hasn’t released yet. Only thing the Ru’at have told me about her is that she was designated as LOHIU. I don’t know what it means, though.”

      “The stars alone know what the Eternal Empress has,” Patch, on the other side of the room, muttered about the unknown tech. “She raids the Void Worlds regularly,” he said darkly. That was how she had stolen his deep-field ansible transmitter.

      “And the…LOHIU. She’s hidden away on Earth,” Anders summarized—itself a place and a phrase he never thought he would ever say.

      But, perhaps thankfully, Anders’s confusion was mercifully cut short as there was a flashing counter from the holo-screens. The Unexpected Hope and the three Seca ships that held them were dropping out of jump.

      They had arrived, and the Ru’at module scanners took a few heartbeats to recalibrate their stellar coordinates and repopulate the navigation screen with the nearby stellar objects, which mostly contained Seca attack fleets—

      And an advance Throne Marine invasion group.

      “Full shields!” Anders roared, seizing the control levers as he saw the angry vectors tracking across the navigation array like packs of furious hornets.

      Seca itself lay below them—a large, muddy world with a thick, opaque atmosphere owing to all of the moisture and humidity on the surface. Seca was a large world, but one that was fractionally closer to its sun than would normally be comfortable. And if it wasn’t for the careful dance of three attendant moons, Seca would have had its moisture and atmosphere stripped before the race of crustaceans had ever evolved.

      But Seca did have three moons, which worked to keep the gravity and the tides in place, which in turn kept the atmosphere in place, and worked to create the geothermal force that had made it the perfect marshy, fenland world that the crab-men needed to survive.

      Since becoming a spacefaring race, the Secari had found other suitable wetland worlds to colonize and had even enlisted the aid of the Golden Throne to terraform a few potential candidates for their kingdom. Even though the Secari only had a scattering of colony worlds compared to the humans of the Golden Throne, they were a people that had gigantic broods of families, with as many as twenty or more crablings in one clutch of eggs, which explained their numbers and strength.

      Right now, however, Anders could see evidence of their strength in the large amount of Secari saucers hovering in three-dimensional diamond shapes in orbit around their home planet, further out than the fast-moving moons.

      There had to be a few thousand of such small saucer ships, but what concerned Anders more was the fast-moving Throne Marine attack group heading for the planet.

      “Tst’chhlk!” There was a buzz of alien chatter from the Hope’s communicators before Moriarty interfaced with the translation circuits. On one of the overhead screens, there was a sudden image of a Secari crab-man with his two small eyestalks waving in his gigantic rondel of shell, encrusted and gilded with protective metals as well as smaller, glowing data-nodes. From the sides of the shell extended two large claw arms and hands that every Secari had, and two much smaller mandible-arms that they used for more technical work.

      “Hope vessel! We are transferring you to Head ‘Tchil, our Big Scout. He will guide you—” one of their Secari captors was saying, just as there was a sudden glitching flash and the transmission broke.

      As did the catch-field holding them, Anders realized as the Hope suddenly lurched to one side.

      “Report!” Anders called. He saw that the giant, diamond squadrons of the Secari were breaking formation and moving out.

      Some of the smaller saucer ships were even falling out of their chosen flight paths, crashing into each other, causing flashes of explosions and bursts of plasma light—

      “What!?” Dalia was asking. The Throne Marine attack group were still too far out, so what was causing this?

      “They’ve cut the data-fields!” Patch was saying as his hands blurred over the holo-controls. “The Secari have been relying on them—”

      Anders understood. Every civilization had a version of data-fields, the overlay of digital information that included everything from telecommunications to military intelligence, finance, or infrastructure controls. But the throne had the most advanced data-field technology—thanks to the work of the Void World Engineers like Patch, Anders knew—which was encoded in near-quantum space itself, allowing an almost infinite amount of information and processing power to be stored and accessed through the personal nodes that every throne civilian that could afford it would be wearing.

      And the throne data-field was one of the prime advantages of joining the reach of the throne, Anders knew. The Secari, being the closest of the alien races, had clearly embraced the throne data-field technology wholeheartedly…and now were paying the price…

      “They’ll be down communications! Defense satellites! Medical units—” Patch was listing all of the disastrous effects of such an action of the Eternal Empress pulling the plug on them.

      “More importantly, navigation!” Anders said, suddenly wrenching the flight control levers as one of their three attendant Secari vessels suddenly swerved toward them, devoid of data-controls.

      “Right thrusters!” Anders gasped as Patch moved the holo-lever controls to kick power into the smaller array of positional thrusters that the Ru’at module ship could deploy at the drop of a hat.

      In response, the Unexpected Hope lifted and veered to one side before Anders kicked out on the foot pedals, making the module ship jump forward through the decreasing gap between two spinning Secari craft.

      “Clear!” Dalia called, and Anders could momentarily lift his head to the holo-screens ahead to see that yes, they had risen over the hemisphere of the nearest Secari formation to see the panoply of chaos below.

      The Golden Throne had succeeded, in one fell swoop of a command, to cause complete disarray in the Secari home defense forces. Anders couldn’t even begin to count how many tens, twenties, or perhaps hundreds of crab-men saucers had crashed into each other. There was a growing field of debris spreading along the forward edge of the Secari fleet, effectively corralling and trapping them inside their own crab-made asteroid field.

      And now, the Throne Marine attack group was lancing forward. Anders saw multiple bright lances of missiles strike out, hitting the debris field and exploding into bright petals of white plasma.

      “Nukes! They’re using stars-damned nukes!?” Anders hissed in anger.

      It was clear what the Secari were facing from the size of the widening spheres—each one was far, far smaller than the Sul’Daar devices that the Ilythian-Proximians had used, but they were devastating nonetheless.

      Full-spectrum dominance, Anders thought. The throne had the largest military-industrial might that the known universe could even comprehend. They could afford to throw nuclear arms at a debris field, knowing that it would cause further disruption and destruction even if they weren’t tactical strikes.

      The nukes were having the desired effect, enlarging the field of debris and ruin into the running, scattered ranks of the remaining Secari ships. Anders started to see flashes of white and hazy jump-light as more and more of the ships started to believe that retreat was the better part of valor…

      “Frack it!” Anders swore. What was he to do? How could he, in one ship, stop the entire annihilation of a planet?

      “Sir!” Moriarty said. “My connection to the throne servers remains intact. It seems throne technology is still in touch with the data-field.”

      “It’s only the Secari satellites then,” Anders thought aloud as he saw something else: three smaller attack vectors of throne ships, swerving fast around the frontlines and reaching for Seca’s moons…

      “Identify!” Anders shouted.

      “X-Craft, sir. Throne intelligence,” Moriarty said.

      It was Dalia who realized their significance. “They’re the same type as the one that delivered the clones to Jakka!”

      “Dear stars!” Anders gasped. Was that the throne plan? To occupy the stupendously large Secari fleet as they delivered their real weapons—the clones that could transmit the full power of the Archon, the throne equivalent of a planet-killing weapon?

      “Isolate! Get a tracking line on them,” Anders said as he saw the three smaller vessels use the gravitational wells of each moon to perform fast, slingshot curves and scream around the Secari ships straight toward Seca itself.

      It has to be the empress’s PK clones. There is no other reason for ships that small to try for the Seca surface, Anders thought.

      “Sir, we might be able to reach one of them in time at full field propulsion, but all three?” Moriarty was suggesting.

      “Moriarty, Patch, find a way to transmit the danger to the Secari,” Anders said as he thought of only one other capability that the Ru’at module ship had.

      “Auto-defense?” he called to the computer’s mainframes. “Initiate micro-jump!”

      
        
        >>Defense Auto-Assist Computer.

        >>>>Initiating Micro-jump in 5…4…3…

        >>>>Override? Y/N

      

      

      “Jump!” Anders commanded, selecting the desired jump location by stabbing his finger in front of him over the spot on the holo-navigation map.

      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305/Field Capacitors.

        >>Coordinates Locked.

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization.

      

      

      The Unexpected Hope tremored as the field generators surged to life, for the white plasma-fire to flare over their external sensors and everything to blur as they jumped.

      I hope I got this right! Anders gritted his teeth as the screens ahead went blank, then flared white once more as the Ru’at ship tore through regular space-time.

      Anders saw the gray and white of one of Seca’s near moons rising toward them way too fast. It filled a third of their screen in a second.

      “Frack!” Anders gasped, flinging himself and the control levers to one side as the module ship suddenly veered and the Seca moon to rolled back out of the way.

      The bright burn of the X-Craft’s field engines became visible ahead of them, a deep indigo haze.

      “Dalia! Fire at will!” Anders shouted. Dalia already had her hands on the control levers of the co-command chair, flicking off the safeties and pulling the triggers.

      The Unexpected Hope shuddered as bolt after bolt of meson energy fired ahead of them from the twin railguns. Anders saw the first trio burst against the rear glittering shell of blue of the X-Craft’s shields.

      But the X-Craft was turning and starting to roll with the sudden impact.

      “Keep firing!” Anders urged Dalia as another salvo hammered the ship’s side, and then another hit the rear field engines once again, which was enough to finally overpower the X-Craft’s rear shielding. Anders saw the meson flames burst over the gleaming metal hull of the throne craft, sending it spinning before a final group of bolts tore the craft apart in a bright ball of sparks and ship parts.

      “Fine shooting, soldier,” Anders said grimly, looking around for the other two X-Craft and their arcane payloads.

      “I try, Lieutenant,” Dalia murmured.

      “There!” Anders saw the next being chased by a foursome of Secari saucers.

      “We managed to hack the Secari near satellites,” Patch was saying breathlessly. “They know—”

      But knowing might not be enough, Anders thought, searching for the third and final vessel of the empress’s PK-clone army, and seeing it starting to burn in a halo of fire as it entered the atmosphere of the planet.

      Anders’s hands hesitated over the Ru’at module’s main meson beam weapon. What if he missed? Who knew what cities or colonies or nurseries or hospitals lay on the surface where the beam weapon would hit?

      But many thousands will die anyway, Anders thought, breathing out in a controlled hiss as he raised the firing arm and hit the release button.

      In response, a bright beam of burning white meson light erupted from the nosecone of the Unexpected Hope, striking out toward the shaking and wobbling X-Craft as it burned its way through re-entry…

      The X-Craft itself was now just a haze of plasma-fire—impossible to see clearly from this distance…

      Anders’s ion-meson beam shot down through the upper atmosphere of Seca, and the lieutenant held his breath—

      And then, there was a dull bruise of orange and black under the surface of the hazy upper atmosphere. Was it the clones using the Black Sun or their ship exploding!? Anders didn’t know. He couldn’t be sure—

      Until the black and orange bruise reached its crescendo and started to collapse in again on itself. It couldn’t be the power of the Archon, which would keep expanding over the surface of the planet below in a racing circle of fire.

      “Target destroyed before it made landfall, sir,” Moriarty congratulated him. “Or, in the colloquial, nice shooting, sir.”

      “Thanks,” Anders said, collapsing back against his command chair with a heavy sigh. If he had just saved a planet from being burnt to a crisp, then why did he still feel so bad?

      Anders’s eyes swung to where Jake still sat, hunched and hunkered down into one of the co-command chairs nearby. Because those clones are just people, in a way… Anders frowned deeply. This whole mess started because I was investigating the death of a clone.

      And, just like Jake here, all they needed was the chance to break the biological and psychological chains that the Eternal Empress and the Gene Seers had placed on them.

      “Anders?” It was Dalia, breaking into Anders’s concentration to nod at the holo-screen, where the chaos being caused by the Throne Marine attacks was only getting worse—but the advance Throne Marine forces themselves were jumping out of Seca space.

      “They’re leaving,” Dalia said—not that she sounded happy, and Anders could well see why. About a third of the Seca home fleet looked either destroyed or incapacitated, and there was now a vast ring-field of debris washing through the inner system.

      “It won’t be long before that starts turning into asteroids,” Anders breathed in horror. He was sure that the Secari must have automated defense satellites capable of reducing the number of impacts and responding to asteroid dangers, but without access to the data-field, the crustaceans would have to rely on whatever archaic data-systems they’d had before they joined the Reach of the Golden Throne.

      “They’re safe for now.” Dalia tried a note of optimism for their commanding officer, although it was like a drop of rain evaporating in a baked desert for Lieutenant Corsigon.

      “The throne will be back. FSD. Full-spectrum dominance,” he repeated the mantra of the Throne Marines.

      “Yes, they will,” Dalia agreed. “But they’re not here now. For now, the Secari still have Seca, and they can begin evacuation efforts,” Dalia pointed out.

      And then what? Anders had to wonder. Run off to join with the fraction of Ilythians and Mondrauks left? Was the fate of the civilized universe left in the hands of a ragtag army, made up of the remnants of alien races who could barely agree with each other at the best of times but now against the still larger might of the Eternal Empress?

      “I guess it will,” Anders answered his own despair grimly. “Moriarty? Patch? Can you find this Secari scout we’re supposed to be in contact with? The one that knows the way to Earth?”

      “Locating, boss…” Patch said, before a small tracking vector pinged, and Moriarty’s voice spoke out loud through the control bridge.

      “Secari saucer-vessel 8904, captaincy Head ‘Tchil, designation Big Scout.” The vector showed, rising toward them, a slightly larger than average saucer vessel with a thicker middle rim than the others.

      “Best send a greeting,” Anders said, with despair still weighing heavy on his soul. “We want to be the nice to the alien who is about to take us home, don’t we?”
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      Sector 3: Unclassified Space

      

      If Lieutenant Corsigon had previously believed that the crustacean race were belligerent, then if anything, the calm and pragmatic Secari senior scout Head ‘Tchil was proving him wrong.

      “Hm,” said the slightly smaller than average, but considerably rounder, crab-man ‘Tchil, who had insisted on docking with the Ru’at module ship as soon as they reached a safe distance from all nearest throne forces. ‘Tchil had chosen a patch inside Sector 3—the sedate heart of civilian Throne Space, and far from any frontlines. The particular region ‘Tchil had jumped them too was a patch of null space—a small scratch of void between the stars which could occur anywhere across the universe, where the mysteries of physics and gravity meant that deep-space scanners were effectively useless.

      “Your ship is very small,” ‘Tchil offered his considered opinion of the craft that would potentially save all the sentient races of the universe.

      Head ‘Tchil’s carapace was not only encrusted with armor plating, but it also held many ancient healed scratches and cracks, showing a lifetime of adventure and hardship. Utility harnesses were fixed to the carapace by brass hooks bored into the shell, where Anders could see coils of filament ropes, medical packs, metal firing-hooks, and an assortment of laser cutters and blades.

      “This is important,” Head ‘Tchil said, his chittering language being translated as soon as he spoke by Moriarty, twinned with the ship’s mainframe. Anders watched as the chief scout waddled towards Anders’s command chair, his smaller mandible hands moving to the segmented breastplate in front of him, his fingers flickering over the small crystal controls.

      With a hum, one section of the breastplate folded out, revealing a tiny emerald-green data-node, held in a gold cage.

      “Many Secari died trying to secure this information.” The eyestalks of Head ‘Tchil bobbed and weaved, and Anders nodded slowly.

      “We’ve lost people too,” Anders said seriously, his eyes flickering around the crew of the Unexpected Hope. Patch had lost friends on board the Void station Ozymandias, when Black Rose had been sent after them. Jake had lost his clergyman mentor, the Morathian, also at the hands of the Black Rose. Dalia had perhaps the greatest loss of them all: her father.

      And me? Anders blinked. He was stunned by the fact that no singular person sprang to mind.

      All my friends are here, Anders realized, looking around the control bridge with new eyes. Which wasn’t to say he didn’t know loss. When he thought of the cost of this insensible war, he thought of the entire populations of the garden worlds, destroyed by Commander-General Cread, or even the violent Mondrauk population of Jakka, killed by the empress’s clone army.

      So many lives lost. Anders once again felt guilty that he was so lucky.

      “I can see that you understand, human. The LOHIU said that you would.” ‘Tchil nodded before twittering in his native crab speech to slowly let go of the data-node. It began to emit a faint blue field as it hovered.

      “Access location. Voice verification: Head ‘Tchil,” the crustacean said, and the gold-wrapped data-node flashed once, twice, and—

      A navigation holo-field sprang into the air between them. It showed their location as a blinking green vector, and then a long, curving line past the haze of dimmer stars to one small, bright star, seemingly sitting on its own. But around it was a faint line of encircling white dots.

      “The Wall, we have called it,” Head ‘Tchil stated. “A sphere of defense-intelligence satellites emitting field-static to confound sensors and jump-fields, making it impossible to jump past them.”

      “Fine.” Anders nodded. “We’ll just have to jump to as close as we can, and—”

      “The satellites are also armed, human,” Head ‘Tchil stated. “No scout vessel that we have sent, being very careful to remain shielded at all times, have ever passed through that sphere.”

      “Well,” Anders breathed. “No one ever told us this was going to be easy, did they?”
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        * * *

      

      The white light of shredding atoms and particles flared in the darkness of the void as first the Secari Big Scout ship and then the Rua’t module slipped into the gaps between the stars, become hazy and blurred, disappearing completely with a final rush of white plasma-fire.

      The patch of null space left behind them shimmered with the slow return of the dim light of distant stars, and was finally still.

      Except for one thing, which moved slow and discrete across the night. A tiny blue light flickered on the object, far too small for the naked eye or for most ship sensors to even pick up—especially here, in this patch of tortured and confused physics.

      The object was barely bigger than a normal human head, vaguely oval, and was a sleek black with a band of duller indigo along its circumference, which was the source of the flickering light.

      It was a deep-surveillance module, one of many that certain throne ships could deploy when they wanted to inspect or track any foreign body.

      The deep-surveillance modules were very, very expensive. They were not allocated to general service use, since there were far larger and more powerful surveillance drones and satellites for those uses…

      But there was one class of throne ship that was allowed to carry them and would usually have them reefed in nursery silos under their nosecones, ready to be dispatched should the commanding officer order.

      The deep-surveillance module powered on its own light blue field energies to the place where the two ships had recently jumped, and its delicate sensors inspected the fractured and torn sub-atomic particles, analyzing their composition. From the unique disruptions in the motions of the electrons, photons, and the occasional neutrino, it could rebuild a trajectory for the vanished craft.

      That trajectory, as clear as the wake of a ship to the tiny bundle of nano-processors, led to only one place—a place that wasn’t even supposed to exist. As soon as the deep-surveillance module had collected the information, it transmitted it through the data-fields to its parent ship, which arrived in its own flare of burning particles a few minutes later.

      It was a Reaver-class military intelligence craft. The same ship that had dispatched the deep-surveillance module as soon as its scanners had registered the existence of the Ru’at ship.

      “Commander-General, sir?” The message passed through the gaps underneath the particles, and between the stars. “The ship you wanted? The one that was in non-aligned Space, and whose signal we picked up in Sector 2? We found it, and it’s heading to Earth.”

      On the other end of that message, Cread gritted his teeth and set the jump coordinates of his own Reaver. The Eternal Empress had gone ahead and launched an attack against Seca without even telling him. She was angry with him, but it was lucky that Cread still had loyal officers, even in that battle.

      Commander-General Cread murmured his thanks before setting his entire crew on high alert. The empress might not trust him anymore, but everything would be different when he had the secrets of the Ru’at in his hold.
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      Sector 0: Sol

      

      The Unexpected Hope jumped, and before even the final flicker of white plasma had faded from its nosecone, the Hope’s sensor alarms started ringing.

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Tracking Warning!

        >>>Multiple Tracking Objects Detected.

        >>>Multiple Weapon Systems Activating.

      

      

      “Frack!” Anders swore as the navigational array of the Hope finally came online, and the screen ahead was populated with objects.

      At first, the holo-screens looked like any other patch of space, until a glittering array of stationary tracking vectors appeared. The throne security satellites were spread across space in exact, equidistant lines, seeming to stretch up, down, and away.

      Because they completely surround the Sol System, Anders thought, reaching up to magnify a patch of space—

      —to see that each of the defense satellites were in fact a rounded hub, with two larger, turbine-like ‘arms’ attached on each side. A cluster of antennae sprang out from their center, flickering and flashing blue, green, and red lights as this particular defense satellite started to turn on its axis towards them.

      
        
        >>>Multiple Weapon Locks Detected.

      

      

      “Boss!” Patch was saying as flashing red alerts burst across their screen like a fast-moving wildfire.

      For just one moment, the captain of the Unexpected Hope stalled. He was looking at a wall of metal. There was enough room to fly the Hope between the satellites, for sure, but doing that would be placing himself and his crew directly in the firing line of thirty to fifty of the nearest satellites. How was he going to do it? How could anyone do it!?

      “Anders!” Dalia shouted, suddenly pushing the captain into action. Anders kicked out with the foot levers, making the propulsion rockets of the craft burst with fire as the module ship spun. Outside, its three separate wheel segments spun into a blur of action, spinning the ship to one side and rearing up as the defense grid in front of them fired.

      “Full burst fire! Fire at will!” Anders called, for Dalia to already be swinging her control levers in front of her, flicking the safety and pulling the trigger.

      The twin barrels of the meson railguns burst in tandem, throwing bolts of burning white plasma in a spraying arc before them.

      “Keep it up!” Anders said as he swung the Ru’at ship further out and around. The Secari Big Scout was also turning on its edge and swinging across their position.

      “External shields at a hundred percent,” Patch called. “Diverting power to thrusters.” The Void Worlder had become experienced at space combat in the short time that he had been flying—in various ships—with the Anders.

      “She’s drawing their fire—” Dalia said in a tight voice toward the darting Big Scout ship as the Ilythian released another salvo, and another into the space between them and the rising lances of surging missiles. The cloud of harm was coming toward them like a flock, each missile working to triangulate their positions, correcting their turns both individually and together with the others.

      It looked like a storm, and one that would reach the two vessels any minute…

      The Unexpected Hope sprang to one side before Anders wrenched on the control levers to dive down and back again in zigzagging formation. Outside of them, although entirely uncoordinated, Head ‘Tchil and his team of experienced Secari performed similar swerving movements, as if on the end of a pendulum.

      The cloud of approaching missiles started to break apart into two groups, one heading towards Head ‘Tchil while the other homed in on the Unexpected Hope.

      Again, Anders demanded more power for the forward thrusters as he pulled back, spinning them backward and down. Their cloud of fifteen or twenty missiles split apart, with ten or more still on course to their original position.

      Tracking computers can only calibrate so fast, Anders thought. If he could keep them moving, and fast, then he might be able to lose more of the deadly emissaries rushing toward them.

      Together, the trio of Anders, Dalia, and Patch worked in synchronicity. A team. A family. Dalia fired salvo after salvo of barrage fire—now exploding in the forward ranks of the missiles with great flashes of light—but still more of the target-locked missiles burst through the evaporating flames toward them.

      Patch McGuire responded with an almost inhuman speed to Anders’s movements, nearly anticipating where Anders was trying to dart by adjusting the power demands and feed-ins to each particular bank of thrusters and larger array of field-generators.

      And Anders was entirely silent as he moved his arms and feet on the control levers, at once falling into that feeling that he sometimes had in the middle of training or combat.

      The lieutenant’s mind stilled, and his body just moved as he pulled down or pushed up on the flight controls, using the foot levers to kick more power to one side of the ship or another. Despite being built for cyborgs, the advanced engineering of the Ru’at made the module craft ergonomic and instinctive. For a brief moment, Anders felt like he was the calming eye in the center of a storm. The ship was his body and extended around him—beyond him.

      The Unexpected Hope danced back and forth, and the cloud of missiles started to spiral out of control as they had to constantly adjust their tracking locks.

      “Eight missiles still with lock!” Patch called as the Ru’at module swung past them once again…

      Eight out of thirty-odd wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either, Anders knew. How many can our shields take? How powerful are these missiles?

      As if in response to his questions, he saw in the corner of the screen that the Big Scout—a much larger vessel and one that did not have the benefit of cyborg engineering—suddenly become washed with explosions of plasma-fire. Two flowers of white and crimson erupted along their far edge, with the sudden glare of the ship’s blue shields holding strong.

      They’re bigger, Anders thought, which would normally mean stronger shields as well… The lieutenant kicked out with a foot lever and threw them off course once more.

      “Six remaining—” Patch said.

      “Dalia!?” Anders shouted.

      “On it!” The Ilythian swung her railguns to fire the burning balls of meson fire behind them…

      Two of the missiles exploded as they were caught, and then a third…

      
        
        >>Proximity Warning!

      

      

      But then something very unexpected happened to the ship. Something struck their underside.

      
        
        >>Impact!

        >>>Lower Hull Shielding at 55%

        >>>>Lower Hull Integrity -15%

      

      

      “What!?” Anders thought. Suddenly, they were rolling to one side from the impact. Anders was struggling to regain control of the Hope. The positional thrusters were all firing out of sync, and in the wrong directions…

      “Heavy laser blasts to the hull, Lieutenant!” Dalia said, before Anders saw the culprit. It wasn’t some unseen armament of the defense satellites at all. There was a third ship out there, racing toward them out of the dark between the Oort Cloud and the Wall.

      It was a Reaver-class throne intelligence ship.
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            A Place of Anger

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the ever-loving, stars-damned frack!?” Anders shouted as he finally managed to pull the Unexpected Hope out of their uncontrolled swerve, racing upward between the Wall and the Reaver.

      It was a throne ship. The same class of ship that had met them escaping the Spinoza. And that couldn’t just be mere bad luck or a coincidence, could it?

      They were being chased. No… They were being hunted. This revelation did nothing to improve Anders’s mood just moments before he heard Dalia swear herself, in her native Ilythian tongue.

      
        
        >>Proximity Warning!

      

      

      PHA-BOOOM!

      The last two of the remaining missiles struck the side of the Unexpected Hope.

      
        
        >>Impact!

        >>>Left Side Hull Shielding at 60%

        >>>Lower Hull Shielding at 30%

        >>>>Lower Hull Integrity -65%

        >>>> Left Side Hull Integrity -20%

      

      

      The lieutenant growled in frustration. He had lost his balanced poise of being a part of an extended beast. The explosions and the sudden arrival of a new enemy had unsettled him, and now a deep, hot anger was starting to kindle in his chest.

      His eyes flickered to their sister craft to see that it was now a very far distance away down the length of the Wall, still with more clouds of missiles arcing towards it, and with several blackened, sparking rents in its exterior hull plating.

      How long can Head ‘Tchil hold out? Anders thought, and he knew that the answer was probably not long.

      Anders snarled once more as he realized the full extent of the danger they were in. They were caught between a rock and a hard place, as on one side of them was the Wall—with its defense satellites activating, tracking, locking, and firing the closer that they got to it—and on the other was the Reaver craft—one of the most advanced ships that the Throne Marines had at their disposal.

      The fire in Anders heart flared brighter, becoming white-hot as his lips curled back in a wolfish snarl. Right. This is how it’s going to go, is it?

      That was one of the many things about Lieutenant Anders Corsigon. He had a very particular relationship to anger. It was, apparently, one of the things that the near Black Sun even liked about him.

      The secret was this: there was a place in the center of Anders that was desolate. A place of devastation and a deep, cold determination that had been clear-felled at the time some serial killer had taken his wife and child’s life.

      Usually it was a cold place, but it could explode into a raging heat whenever it had to. It was as if that part of him always remembered the insensible rage he had felt the day of his terrible news, and it could burn incandescently hot when called upon.

      Anders hissed through his teeth as he kicked more thruster power to the rear positional thrusters, forcing the module ship to spin downward and spear across the Wall in a nearer and nearer arc—

      “Anders, what are you doing!?” Dalia shouted.

      Anders ignored her. “Patch! As much thruster power as you’ve got! Increase field energy output!”

      The Void Worlder didn’t even hesitate. His hands moved rapidly through his holo-controls a fraction of a heartbeat after they had been called to do so.

      “Dalia, concentrate fire on the Reaver. Ignore the missiles,” Anders said.

      “What!?” Dalia hissed in alarm, but she did just what she had been asked all the same.  As the Unexpected Hope screamed down the curving front of the Wall, the twin railguns turned to start salvo-firing back toward the Reaver, too far away to ensure an effective hit but filling the line between them with burning particles.

      And, just fifty meters from their hull, the large defense satellites started to fire at the enemy target crossing their lines of fire.

      Anders could see the glittering bursts of ignition fuel as tens of missiles left tens of their large, circular barrels. I wonder how many missiles they’re loaded with!? he suddenly thought. If he could keep this up—keep alive, more like—then was it even possible to exhaust the supply of the Wall’s missiles, at least from one area of the sphere that encompassed an entire solar system?

      But Anders had more important issues even than that to focus on right now as he screamed across the surface of the Wall, always edging the module ship a little closer, and a little faster.

      They were moving too fast for the nearest missiles to hit them immediately, which had been a part of Anders’s plan. But now, as the missiles jumped out from their seats, each and every one had a clear tracking vector on the Ru’at module ship that was flying in a straight line.

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Tracking Warning!

        >>>Multiple Tracking Objects Detected.

        >>>Multiple Weapon Systems Activating.

        >>>>30, 32, 41, 48, 64 Weapon Locks Detected.

      

      

      “Over sixty missiles is a lot, boss…” Patch found his comparative level of discomfort.

      Yes, it is. Anders said nothing as he saw the Secari vessel reeling and struggling to lose its own attendant hornets of death.

      Let’s see what we can do about that… Anders thought as he twitched the flight levers just a little. His own thunderhead of missiles raced towards them—enough to blow them out of the void many times over...

      Anders started to raise the nosecone of the Unexpected Hope, creating a sweeping arc that neared the shooting missiles heading for Head ’Tchil and his Big Scout.

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Tracking Warning!

        >>>Nine Tracking Objects Detected.

      

      

      Excellent. Anders grinned wolfishly as he then seized both control levers and pulled back as hard as he could, sending them in a tight arc out and away from the Wall. He’d managed to peel nine of the missiles away from Head ‘Tchil. He had no idea if it was going to be enough to ensure the Secari’s life, but it was nine less ways in which to die, at least.

      “And now we have seventy-three missiles on our tail,” he heard Dalia, clearly unimpressed, mutter.

      But Anders had a new target in his sights now. It was the distant Throne Marine ship, already turning toward them, too.

      Anders kicked full power into the Ru’at module ship. With his attendant cloud of seventy-three missiles, he aimed them straight toward the Reaver.
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            Conflagration

          

        

      

    

    
      “We got weapon locks coming on,” Dalia said, reading the overhead displays that showed a blow-up image of the racing Reaver, coming straight for them. Smaller, red warning vectors had erupted under its nosecone, on its top, and along its stubby, wedge-shaped wings.

      “Good,” Anders growled as the Reaver grew ever larger in front of them.

      “Ten klicks out,” Patch called. “Eight, Six, Four—”

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Tracking Warning!

        >>>Weapons Systems Firing.

      

      

      The front of the Reaver flared with light as multiple heavy laser beams shot toward them.

      “Why isn’t she firing her canons? Missiles?” Anders hissed as he held their course for a heartbeat longer.

      “Three klicks!” Patch’s voice rose.

      “Sir? Barrage fire?” Dalia called, clearly wanting to cover the laser shots coming straight for them...

      “No! Save the energy!” Anders demanded.

      “Two klicks!” Patch cried out.

      “Activate jump capacitors! Drop shields!” Anders demanded, and on the screen ahead, their protective blue sphere suddenly vanished as the seventy-three missiles ahead of them surged ever closer, and the laser shots heading toward them spat through space.

      “One klick!” Patch cried out nervously.

      “Micro-jump, my chosen location!” Anders shouted at the last possible moment, stabbing one finger at the holo-field

      
        
        >>Defense Auto-Assist Computer.

        >>>>Initiating Micro-jump in 3…2…

      

        

      
        Ru’at Module 2305/Field Capacitors.

        >>Coordinates Locked.

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization.

        >>Jump!

      

      

      The holo-screens glitched and flared white as all power taken from the shields was redirected to speed up the field-capacitors. White plasma-fire flared in its place, and the screens glitched black.

      And then they flickered into life once more, washing with green digital waves before the navigational array repopulated once again.

      There were the defense satellites, still in front of them. There was the Big Scout of Head ‘Tchill, just a couple of klicks to their right. Already there were the alarm calls of multiple weapons systems activating as the nearest satellites surged into action.

      But Anders’s head was turning, and his personal holo-screen swung with it to see what had happened.

      There were multiple fireballs erupting in space as the throne missiles hit the laser barrage fired by the Reaver. Anders could see that the Reaver must have seen the seventy-three missiles coming their way and was already turning wildly, trying to rise above the inferno field.

      “Come on!” Dalia snarled in agitation as watched that whole flights of the missiles—twenty or thirty, at least—were also rising toward their nearest target.

      “Yes!” Anders grinned savagely. There was just no way that they could evade that many missiles, was there? There was no way. And that many had to be enough to even take out a Reaver, didn’t it?

      The missiles shot toward the rising underside of the Reaver as it tried to swerve in a tight circle. Anders and the rest of the team held their breath as they saw the cloud of attack vectors converge, getting closer and closer and—

      —meet with the glowing holo-replica of the Reaver ahead of them—

      —and keep on flying past it.

      “WHAT!?” Dalia shouted in consternation. This wasn’t fair. This wasn’t something that was supposed to happen.

      “Sir?” It was Moriarty, breaking his silence. “Sensors indicate that the Reaver vessel ahead is operating a triple-black-gold code, sir. This is the highest security classification that the throne has. It is surely that reason why the throne’s own tracking computers won’t lock on it.”

      “Oh no…” Anders swore.

      “What’s a triple-black-gold? What does that mean?” Dalia was asking, betraying her usual Ilythian ire to sound, if anything, anxious.

      “It’s the highest security clearance,” Anders said quickly. “It means that on board that Reaver has to be either the Eternal Empress herself , or one of her two commander-generals.”

      And Anders could almost bet that he knew which of the two—Darius or Cread—that it was. The very same, blond, square-jawed general that had come to ‘watch’ the death match called the Challenge in the Hecta System. The very one that had so conveniently been there to capture both Anders and Dalia when they had won the bloodsport.

      And the very Commander-General Cread who had appeared at Terevesin. Anders soured. Who had ordered the destruction of the garden world for harboring him and Dalia.

      “What do we do?” Patch said frantically. “That Reaver outclasses us, I’m sure of it. If we can’t even throw nearly a hundred missiles at it…”

      “Easy, Patch!” Anders said quickly. “We’ll beat them. That’s what we do.” His bravado wasn’t based on any certainty at all, though, but on necessity. Because we have to.

      “Sir, sorry to interrupt, but the defense satellites—” Moriarty said, and Anders’s eyes flickered to the near screen, where there was already another cloud of missiles surging toward them. There had to be at least another thirty or more heading in both his and the Big Scout’s direction.

      No wonder no one has ever gotten through that thing, a small, very cynical part of Anders’s mind thought. The defense satellites were machines. They didn’t tire as animals did. As he did.

      “Wait a minute…” There was a mumbling voice from nearby as Jake got to his feet, taking a deep breath as he turned to concentrate on the Wall ahead of them. He reached out two hands this time, and Anders felt the sudden electric fizz of nausea clutch at his stomach and jaw as the energy of the Black Sun and Jake’s own Ru’at-enhanced PK abilities blossomed.

      
        
        >>Systems Warning! Full Alert!

      

      

      The main servers of the Unexpected Hope suddenly shouted their alarm before the screens glitched and started to sway and run with static.

      It’s Jake. Anders shot a glance at Dalia, who had slumped to one side of her seat and was gritting her teeth against the malefic energy.

      “Sir, the ship’s unresponsive!” Patch called out as the holo-controls under his hands disappeared and reappeared at random, confounding any efforts to help them.

      But then Jake lunged forward, as if throwing the invisible ball of energy out ahead of them.

      Anders watched the flickering, swaying screens to see the approaching missiles scream towards them and then start to suddenly, wildly, veer off course. Several of them hit each other, bursting into flares of short-lived fire and plasma, but there were still more than twenty scattering away from them, like positive magnetic filaments being drawn away from a negative charge.

      Jake’s controlling all of them. Anders saw Jake flicker his claw-like fingers, and in perfect tandem, several of the missiles ahead adjusted and changed their course.

      Jake was flinging them back the way they had come—straight back toward the defense satellites.

      But the effort was clearly also costing him, Anders saw, as his shoulders shook and sweat beaded along his brow. “Jake…” Anders warned. He didn’t want to see the youth give in completely to the Black Sun’s power.

      “I’ve got it!” Jake was whispering, although his voice was tight with concentration as he flung the missiles back again, sending them forward in defiance of their own tracking computers and individual thrusters—straight at their home launchers.

      Lights petaled and grew, larger and larger, across the nearest section of the Wall as each defense satellite exploded. But even this wasn’t enough for the PK, apparently, as he grabbed forward to make a wide, pulling and wrenching motion.

      Jake snarled in desperate frustration as the exploding fragments of defense satellites—and then the nearest, untouched satellites—were suddenly plucked from their stationary positions and flung against their fellows.

      Anders watched as each satellite spun toward its nearest neighbor with eerie, unnatural precision. He couldn’t even begin to imagine just how many trajectories and flight calculations Jake had to be performing. He was playing with at least a hundred different objects, simultaneously, and wasn’t stopping or slowing.

      It’s the sort of feat that would take a simulated intelligence to perform! Anders thought, seeing Jake push outward again, widening the hole of plasma-fire and destruction that he was creating.

      But the youth’s arms and shoulders were shaking, and Anders could hear him wheezing with the effort.

      “Jake! Enough!” Anders half-rose from his chair. The young PK turned his head to glare at the intruder.

      And Jake’s eyes were a full, obsidian black. The black of an Archon.

      “Jake, no! You have to fight it!” Anders said, throwing aside the control levers to jump from his seat.

      “Why, hello again,” said a voice that was entirely human, echoing strangely from the youth’s lips. With one flick of Jake’s hand, he sent Anders flying back into his chair. A wall of force held him pressed against the command chair of the Hope, completely unable to move.

      “Jake, please no,” Anders pleaded with the youth. “You have to fight it…”

      “Who are you talking to, angry?” mocked the Archon through Jake’s lips. “I’m the only one here!”

      “Begone!” Dalia, on the other side of Jake, leaped from her own chair, holding in her hands the reversed butt of her heavy blaster, surely intending to slam it down on Jake’s head.

      But even the fast-moving Ilythian never got there. The Archon-human hissed sibilantly, flicking out another hand to catch Dalia as she flew toward him.

      “Urk!” Anders watched as Dalia cried out, hanging in mid-air and completely motionless save for her lips and eyes, held by Jake’s—or the Archon’s—psychic strength.

      “You poor fools,” the Archon mocked them all. “All the trouble that I’ve gone to. All the trouble that this young body went to…” The head of the possessed youth moved to the screen ahead, where there was a large rent in the Wall. “Quite a feat, really, for just a human,” the Archon snidely congratulated its host.

      Another twitch of Jake’s head, like someone trying on a new suit. “You know, it took me some time to return to this body. It feels…different…” Another shrug of Jake’s shoulders as the Archon searched for what was new. Meanwhile, Anders squirmed in the chair nearby, just as Dalia hung motionless in the air.

      “Ah! The Ru’at! They’ve adopted this one, haven’t they? They thought, with their little machines and special circuits, that they could keep me out!” The Jake-Archon made another flick with one wrist, and Dalia gasped once before falling heavily to the floor, and was still, before the Jake-Archon used his free hand to pluck at the side of his—Jake’s—temples, tearing out one of the cybernetic nodes that the Ru’at had implanted there.

      “There, much better.” The Archon started to grin as blood flowed down the side of his host’s face.

      “Dalia!” Anders hissed.

      “Frack you!” There was a flare of light across the room. It was Patch, who had picked up one of the heavy meson blasters and was firing it, repeatedly and nonstop at the Jake-Archon.

      “Hss!” The possessed human-alien hybrid was caught by surprise, turning to raise a palm just as the first of the burning bolts hit it.

      There was a flash of blue shield light, just as the Jake-Archon cried out and was flung back against the wall. That was something about energy shields, even those that were created by devastatingly strong PK energy. They formed an energy-wave barrier between the emitter and the weapon, but that did not stop the field rebounding. It could be used itself as a battering ram.

      Patch shouted, tears streaming down his face as he continued to fire at the Jake-Archon against the wall.

      “Fools!” The creature possessing Jake let out one desperate howl before Patch suddenly stopped, and Jake was revealed inside a smoking circle of blackened and scorched metal, steam rising from all around him.

      And instantly, Anders was free, and Dalia was gasping for air on the floor.

      “The Archon saved him,” Anders coughed, racing to Jake’s side. His flesh was hot to the touch, but he was unharmed by Patch’s meson fire.

      “Probably because it wants to make sure that it can have another way back…” Dalia muttered as she stumbled over to them and jabbed an injector pen into the side of Jake’s neck. “It’ll help him heal.” She nodded to the bloody wound in the side of Jake’s temples. “And keep him asleep,” she said sourly.

      “Sir!?” With the sudden disappearance of the Archon’s power, the ship came back online—and with it, Moriarty. “Sir, Cread’s Reaver!”

      “Stars!” Anders swore, turning to look up at the reviving screens to see that, yes, while they had been dealing with the sudden possession of Jake, the Reaver had been flying straight for them on an attack vector. Even as Anders’s eyes found the Reaver, he saw that now the two much larger beam weapons on its top were firing, erupting with meson light.

      Anders couldn’t get to his chair in time. He started to sprint anyways, and Patch scrambled for his own holo-controls, but—

      —but the Big Scout ship of Head ‘Tchil slammed into the nose of the Reaver in a glittering spray of blue shields.

      “No! ‘Tchil!” Anders froze in dismay. The impact of the Big Scout was already too much, given its barely-existent shields and the multiple missile attacks it had received. The nose of the Reaver was also bursting with plasma-fire, but the craft was turning and spinning away, and the Big Scout was bursting apart in fire and ruin.

      “No…” Anders said again in a softer tone.

      “Anders! He gave his life for ours! For all of us!” Dalia said, urging Anders to look at the clear path through the Wall, made by Jake. Anders didn’t know if the commander-general’s Reaver was badly damaged or merely inconvenienced.

      But someone else had just given their life for them, for their mission, Anders knew.

      And that meant that he had to get on with it now. The lieutenant set his eyes on the gap in the Wall that led toward humanity’s home world. He seized the two control levers and, with Dalia already rushing to her chair and Patch powering up the field-capacitors, Anders gave the command.

      “Jump!”
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      Sector 0: Sol

      

      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305/Field Capacitors…

        >>Coordinates Locked…

        >>70% Complete…

        >>75% Complete…

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization…

        >>85% Complete…

        >>All Systems Ready.

      

      

      The dark between the stars rippled and flared with white plasma light, dazzlingly bright for just a moment as if someone had pricked a hole straight through the fabric of the universe and allowed the face of God to peek through.

      The flare of plasma and sub-quanta particle exchange lasted for all of a few micro-seconds before it winked out of existence. Any longer, and the cascade effect of such primal forces would have resulted in an explosion larger than many battlefield thermonuclear devices. But the event had given birth to a singular object, speeding forward into this sector of space.

      A spacecraft.

      The craft looked simple to any would-be viewers—nothing more than a large capsule, in fact—made of three rotating barrels perfectly fit with white metal, ending in a stubby nosecone, and whose field generators at side and rear created ethereal blue hazes of force and mobility.

      The cylindrical craft’s hull was marked with just a few smaller modules of humped metal, rounded here and there like pregnant nodules, and each filled with delicate equipment, whether for sensing, navigations, transmissions, or armaments.

      This type of craft was a stranger in most of the reach of the human galactic empire, the Golden Throne, but at least here in this distant sector of space, its type had been seen before—just not by anyone living.

      This was Ru’at Module 2305, created by an ancient alien race that had long since given up the designs of the flesh and instead turned themselves into cyborg machines—the better for the conquest or ‘pacification’ of the cosmos.

      But that was a long time ago, and the Ru’at had been through many wars and empires and defeats since then. Not the least of which was their brush with the Black Sun of the Milky Way—a type of being so old it was said that they were the original sentient beings in the universe. And this Archon was set on the destruction and enslavement of all life.

      Right now, it was heading towards their side of the galaxy to convey its deadly legacy onto the emaciated, ever-living shoulders of the Eternal Empress of the Golden Throne herself, Her Royal and Holy Majesty, Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian, the First and Only.

      Right now, however, Ru’at Module 2305 was piloted by living and breathing mammals of the civilized universe—two humans, one Ilythian, and one human-cyborg hybrid. The craft also had a new name: the Unexpected Hope…and it was also filled with bickering.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Where under the stars are we!?” growled Anders from his pilot’s command chair in the center of the control room of the module. Around him whirled the glittering holo-shell, which should have been filled with familiar tracking markers and navigation beacons… That was, if the Unexpected Hope had just jumped into any other patch of civilized space.

      But the Unexpected Hope hadn’t, which was the problem.

      “What if this is wrong!?” Anders hissed. He was by nature a taciturn, pragmatic sort of a man. Years in the Military Police Bureau, and before that the Throne Marines of the Golden Throne, could do that to a person—but even his decades of training could waver under what they had all been through to get here.

      The lieutenant sat with the levers of holo-controls at either arm, as well as foot levers to help thrust and propulsion. He was shorn of his once gold-and-black throne regalia and had no golden snarl of a throne helmet over his short, dark hair and hard eyes. His remaining energy-plate armor consisted of only a few plates embedded on an intelligent fabric jacket, compared to the gigantic body carapaces that the ‘official’ non-outcast, not-criminal Throne Marines regularly wore. There was a trim, slightly gaunt wolfishness to Anders’s features and frame.

      Almost half a turn of a regular Hecta year had passed since the ex-policeman had started running across the galaxy, attempting to stop the Throne-Ilythian War, which the human side had nefariously started.

      The once-lieutenant had failed, and now the war had grown to take in pretty much all of the non-throne, non-human races on one side, and the mega-empire of the Eternal Empress on the other.

      Anders was a traitor to his kind, as was Patch McGuire, the Voider engineer who stood by the front holo-screens, looking nervously at the dark.

      So, too, was Jake, Anders considered briefly. Although the still-unconscious human teenager could hardly have been thought to be loyal to the throne either. He’d never even been given a real name—Anders had given him the name Jake—and instead had just been designated as J-14, a naturally-gifted PK psychic, ripped from the birthing pods of some unknown throne colony and grown in an iso-tube, with his genetic structure copied and torn apart and analyzed, used by the Eternal Empress to help make her psychic clone army.

      The shaggy-haired, haunted-looking Jake was still unconscious because he had to be pumped full of enough tranquilizers to bring down a Goffal Moon-Beast, or else his psychic powers—and possibly the Archon itself—could flood through him.

      Which could even be worse than the self-immolating powers of psychic clones. Anders heaved a deep sigh.

      And those poor clones are dangerous enough! Anders thought, remembering the fate of the warmongering, goat-like Mondrauk race that Anders and the others had turned to for aid during the outbreak of tensions. The psychic clone army of the empress had literally detonated themselves upon reaching the surface of the Mondrauk home world, Jakka, and the resulting psychic explosion had almost killed the planet…

      “Impossible to verify the coordinates given to us by the Secari, sir,” murmured the cultured voice of the only other non-human in the room—although he technically existed inside the data-node at Anders’s lapel. This was Moriarty, the simulated intelligence that had been Anders’s companion for over fifteen years, both on the job and on the run.

      “I don’t think the Big Scout would have made a mistake,” hissed the only other member of their crew who had never been loyal to the throne and was never in this life likely to be. Nor in the next life either, if her people’s religion was to be believed.

      “But he may have been fed the wrong information!” spat Dchllyiealoparisaan, or ‘Dalia’ to her friends. She was an Ilythian, nicknamed ‘elves’ by the humans for their pale skin and pointed ears, as well as their large eyes and cat-like grace. Dalia was an Ilythian agent, a spy, the first daughter of the noble House Tularin, and had recently just watched her father, Master Iktin, throw his life and a few thousand other House Tularin warriors away in exchange to take out a Golden Throne mega-station.

      Tempers were frayed, to say the least.

      “Patch?” Anders shot the Void engineer a quick glance.

      At the holo-screens, the ruddy-haired young man, wearing an engineer’s service suit, with its many pockets and attachments, scratched the wisps of hair on his chin as he looked at what was on offer.

      “The screen’s as black as the Void,” he said, which, considering that his people lived on the very edge of the known galaxy, preferring to plumb the mysteries of the deep and dark, he knew well.

      “I can see that, Patch,” Anders groaned.

      “What I mean to say, boss…” Patch flicked back his brimmed cap and suddenly threw his hands into motion on the semi-translucent holo-controls that swam into existence there.

      The black screen suddenly washed with gray, and then green—

      “…is that she shouldn’t be. Our jump coordinates are nowhere near the edge of the galaxy…” he said as the wall-sized holo-screens glitched, overlaid in different colors, and then overlaid again. “The navigation computers are predicting that we’re about slap-bang in the middle of one of the outer arms, which in turn is slap-bang in the middle of a sector which is populated by a very average amount of stars…”

      Ah, Anders realized. The black screens of the navigation array said that there was absolutely nothing. Which was impossible.

      And then the screens flashed once more, and suddenly started to populate with cherry red and white dots.

      “Thermal arrays, sir…” Patch was saying as the screen filled up. “Every sensible heat signature. The only reason we couldn’t pick them up straight away is if the nav computer was faulty, or—”

      “Or if they were being cloaked…” Anders realized.

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Tracking Warning!

        >>>Multiple Tracking Objects Detected…

        >>>Multiple Weapon Systems Activating…

      

      

      The ship’s servers suddenly burst into life, screaming their warnings, as some of those cherry-hot orbs suddenly got very bright, and very large, very quickly…
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            Outer Shield Polarization

          

        

      

    

    
      “Moriarty, evasive action!” Anders snarled, preferring to allow his trusted simulated intelligence to interface better and quicker with the Ru’at module than his own reflexes. He trusted Moriarty a darn sight more than some cyborg computer, all truth told.

      
        
        >>Co-command Chair Activating…

        >>Delivering Auto-Assist Controls…

      

      

      The voice of the module rang out in inhuman precision as virtual holo-controls flickered to life around both Anders and Dalia, sitting a few meters to one side of him in a slightly smaller chair, but with similar field-generated levers, triggers, and paddles.

      The Ilythian grinned savagely as the virtual gun arms awoke under her hands, and she was already pulling them up, gloved fingers curling around the triggers.

      
        
        >>Photon Railguns Activated…

        >>Tracking Targets…

      

      

      “On screen,” Anders ordered as the craft swerved smoothly to one side and then to another, avoiding the small, hot lights flinging themselves their way. “What are we facing? Torpedoes?” he breathed.

      “I don’t think so, sir,” Moriarty informed him as the thermal imaging screens flashed and suddenly magnified on one of the approaching signals swooping towards them. It had four white-hot points changing in intensity, each of which emitted flares of cherry heat behind it, but its body was a curious cool gray-blue against the black background—

      “Sixty-two centimeters by eighty by forty, sir,” Moriarty was saying. “They don’t match the designs of any known missile.” The Ru’at module lurched forward and dropped in its path once more, ducking and dodging the objects, which spun and revolved around them, turning in wide arcs before returning to their attacks.

      “Chemical composition!” Anders called as Patch’s hands blurred through the controls.

      “Already on it, boss.” The magnified image of the strangely-hot object flashed different colors before settling on expanding waves of cool slate gray.

      “Normal field propulsion emulsifiers, enough combustibles to aid movement…” Patch read from the scrolling list of chemical ingredients that their ship had detected. “But I’m not getting any fissile materials enough for a warhead…”

      
        
        >>Proximity Alert! Impact Imminent: Lower Hull…

      

      

      He was saying this just as one of the objects that had previously been stationary burst into life from underneath their position, smacking into the outer shields that protected their lower hull—

      And nothing happened.

      
        
        >>Impact. Outer Hull Shield -1%...

      

      

      The craft’s computer announced, much to the confusion of both Anders and Dalia, who chorused “What!?” at the seeming complete lack of effect of the projectile.

      Losing one percent of the outer shield is like having a completely average asteroid strike, Anders thought. Maybe this particular missile was a dud or had misfired, but there was also no accompanying flash of plasma fire to accompany its destruction.

      Because it wasn’t destroyed, everyone realized, as the forward holo-screens burst into alarm once more.

      
        
        >>Outer Shield Polarization Almost Complete…

      

      

      The computer announced, for a digital vector graphic to appear on their screens, revolving in time with their movements, and showed the two blue shields of their field energy pulsing and waving. Only, the second, outer one looked thicker.

      “It’s getting stronger?” Anders frowned. “Patch, did you do that? What’s the energy drain on the field capacitors?” he was saying, just as there was another warning blare from the ship’s servers. Another of the strange objects had hit their outer shielding on the right side of the vessel.

      To have the same effect of increasing their outer shield strength.

      “Uh, guys? I’m really not understanding this—” Anders said as another of the small objects hit home, just under their nosecone.

      And then another, over their lower hull once again.

      
        
        >>Forward Propulsion -33%...

      

      

      And then Patch was the first to get it. “Oh, stars!” he breathed, suddenly moving even faster with a burst of greater activity on the forward screens.

      
        
        >>Forward Propulsion -62%...

      

      

      The effect was so large now that Anders and the rest could even feel their ship slowing down, and more of the slate gray and cherry red objects flash faster and faster toward them.

      “Not on my watch!” Anders growled, kicking out with one of the pedals to fire the side propulsion thrusters, sending two of their barrel-cylinders spinning for them to swerve out of the way, but the evasive lurch was nowhere near as fast as it could have been. The acceleration was slowing exponentially.

      “Boss, look—” Patch flung one gloved hand, throwing the collected images he had found in the ship’s sensors. It showed a magnified image of one of the objects, seen from the underside—as the Ru’at sensor was on the hull and looking out.

      There was a medium-sized rondel hanging in a field of glittering blue with flickers and flares of white static and blue plasma around it in an ever-thickening blue aura.

      “Patch? What am I looking at?” Anders blinked, struggling with the levers and controls to evade the returning objects

      “I don’t know what it is, boss, but I know what it does,” Patch said, swiping a hand over the image for it to suddenly show the blue outer shield thickening and filling like a sea fog around their vessel, wrapping it tighter and tighter.

      “It’s emitting a particular mix of electrons and neutrino particles, creating a chain reaction that is only strengthening our fields,” Patch said.

      “Empress’s English, please,” Anders growled.

      “It makes it impossible for anything to get in…” Patch looked up at the command chair. “Or get out.”

      “What are you telling me, that we’re trapped in here?” Anders was wrenching at the levers and controls, but the Unexpected Hope was only growing more sluggish and unresponsive with every moment.

      “We won’t be able to fly out of our own shields, we won’t be able to spacewalk out, our guns won’t be able to penetrate it,” Patch was saying. “Propulsion will completely stop. We’ll be stuck as flies in amber!” the younger man said with a note of panic in his voice.

      “Stuck,” Anders glared at the heavy blue that was now even eclipsing their forward screens. “But not dead…”

      They could have put explosives on those things, but they didn’t, the policeman’s mind was thinking. They don’t want to kill us. They want to capture us.

      Whomever or whatever ‘they’ were.
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      Sector 1: Welcome

      

      Not so very far away, in galactic terms, a very different scene was playing out. There was no frustrated sense of confusion in the recycled and refinery-created airs of the artificial world of Welcome.

      Which was perhaps surprising, considering that there was a war on. The war. The largest war that mankind had ever faced, in fact, considering that the Reach of the Golden Throne was currently battering ten kinds of torment out of the Mondrauk civilization, the Secari civilization, and the Ilythian civilization together.

      It was this ongoing ripple of bloody victory in the deep fields and amongst the outer stars that lent itself to such revelry and certainty in the air of the administrative home world of the Golden Throne. An air of celebration, as every new work cycle brought with it news of another Secari outpost bombarded from the stars, or of the Ilythian destroyers sighted, and chased, from human shipping lanes.

      There were even fireworks, fanfares, and digital streamers on display.

      Welcome was the administrative home world of the Golden Throne empire, but it wasn’t the capital—and neither was it the ancestral home of humanity, either.

      But the re-cast and carved-out mega asteroid was the closest any average citizen of humanity’s galactic empire would ever get to either the capital or their ancestral home world. Old Earth was lost, and Imperial 1—the gigantic metal city-sphere that housed the Eternal Empress and her personal servants and corps of fanatic Throne Marines—was permanently closed off to those not invited.

      The planet of Welcome, then, was instead the place where the rich and wealthy went, or the business tycoons of the Golden Throne in order to try and barter for some meager bit of attention from the empress’s city-sphere that sat just a little way out.

      But not everyone on Welcome was one of the rich, powerful, or good. And not everyone on the man-made administrative world was full of the same bloodthirsty glee about the war that the general populous held.

      The woman named Rose—killer of over a thousand men, scourge of the battlefield, and every tyrant’s worst nightmare—couldn’t care less how the galactic war was going.

      All this woman cared about—with her heavy industrial cloak layered with nano-fibers and every kind of tool and utensil from micro-filament garotte ropes to field generators and field disrupters, hacking tools, laser cutters and diamond cutters, stiletto-blades, extendable grappling hooks to old-style lock-picks…

      All that she cared about—with her hair that was redder than a genetically-enhanced strawberry, and her eyes that were unique shade of gene-marked green…

      All that she cared about…was the murder of her target.

      Rose had once been called the Black Rose, and she had once been the perfect killing machine for Commander-General Cread, one of two commander-generals in the entire Throne Marine Corps.

      She stood slightly taller than the average human, although what the average was these days, when you could change your own genetic makeup for a very exorbitant price at your local temple of the Gene Seers, was arbitrary. She also possessed a grace that filled her movements and would almost be trancelike to the viewer, had she not carefully made sure that she hunched her shoulders and cast the occasional arrogant eye like every other ‘regular’ human.

      Her large eyes and sanguine presence were in part due to the fact that Rose was no regular human. She was the product of a dozen or so thoroughbred gene-sequences, each one handpicked and cultured and developed over generations of the Gene Seers, to splice and combine and become what they were today: the perfect killing machine.

      Her elegance and speed were also due to the fact that she was the first-ever product of Ilythian and human gene-splicing in the history of the universe, as well.

      But right now, the woman who had been sent off to kill generals and senators and serial killers at the Eternal Empress’ behest—far less so the serial killers, it had to be said, as most of those sorts of dangerous elements were allowed to exist for some reason that Rose had never quite worked out—was not so elegant or as pale-skinned as she once was.

      There was a fine tracery of black lines that stretched across her cheek and over the sharp line of her jaw, running down her neck to spill over her collarbone.

      These were the result of the plant-science of the garden world inhabitants, the Terevesins, the last generous act of the envoy of that world, who had saved Rose’s life by injecting her with a plant’s mutagenic virus.

      But whatever the cause of these faint black lines, they were the object of complete fascination to Senior Marine Captain Davil Hg’Statham, who was currently doing his best to relieve the traced lines of their purple-blouse covering.

      “Ah, what a beauty! What a rare flower you are!” Davil drooled. He was black-haired and good-looking in a mostly square-jawed, over-gene therapied kind of a way, with his black mesh under-suit half-hanging off him, revealing the thick slabs of enhanced muscle beneath. No scars or hair to mar this man’s chest, as any scar could be easily eradicated with more genetic therapies.

      “Oh, Captain!” Rose said in a deadpan tone that would have convinced no one of her enthusiasm, if they had been paying any sort of attention at all.

      Rose and the senior captain were in some random apartment that the killer had hired for the weekend, as outside their window the never-ending victory parties were still raging three flights below.

      Davil leaved closer on the plush divan that the most feared murderess in the galaxy reclined upon, tugging at the edges of her blouse in mock-savagery.

      “Ooh. Ahh,” Rose said dryly.

      But Davil, Senior Captain of the Throne Marines, was not exactly a very perceptive man, which was precisely the reason why Rose had chosen him for this mission.

      It also helped that she had slipped a couple of milligrams of sedating aphrodisiac into his liquor as well, which he must have explained to himself as just the ‘passion of the moment.’

      Rose couldn’t have any mistakes on this, her most dangerous and outrageous plan yet. She still had the data-node that the deceased Captain Ugarin, the rebel warrior of the Red Judges, had given her. It had been stuffed full of tactical plans, crew and staff information, as well as the cache of a shipment of armaments, smuggled their way straight from the Ilythian border itself.

      “Yes, such a beauty! Such a beautiful—” His hand went a touch further than Rose was willing to allow, even for a mark, and she sighed wearily.

      Time to end this charade.

      “Captain?” she said in an almost-pretty voice.

      “Oh yes, oh yes!” Davil mumbled and murmured, getting dangerously close to actually drooling on her stolen dress.

      “Can you tell me what the access code is for the Ascension Bridge to Imperial 1, please?” the murderess asked.

      “Oh yes, oh… Huh?” These words at least, the most revered and best-protected words in his training, made the man blink and raise his head in confusion. “Excuse me, did you just ask me…”

      Rose snapped her other hand up, pressing the curl of the crystal nano-blade to the man’s jugular, smiling for real this time.

      “Yes, I did ask. Now give me the stars-damned access code that will let me cross the Ascension Bridge and dock at Imperial 1, or I’ll cut your head off with this!” Rose hissed.

      But Davil was still inebriated. His eyes blinked in confusion once again. “It’s just a knife. You couldn’t cut my entire head off—” he made the mistake of saying.

      Rose sighed. “I could, you idiot. It would just take a whole lot longer and would hurt a whole lot more…”
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      Sector 0: Sol

      

      “They’re heading there!” Patch exclaimed as the Ru’at server showed the estimated navigation line that they seemed to be taking, looking like flashing green dots curving through the planetary system toward a large planet.

      A large, blue-green orb with bands of lighter atmospheres, moving in a constant dance. Anders frowned as something triggered in his memory—not that he could remember what, exactly, it was. Like it was something that he had seen a long, long time ago.

      Out of an old holo-book, perhaps?

      “Those things have polarized the outer shields. They’re creating a kinetic momentum bubble ahead of us!” Patch was saying incredulously. Still, Anders wished that the engineer would speak in plain old Empress’s English rather than technical Voider speech. He guessed it meant that the objects floating in their outer shield were making them move forwards.

      Suddenly, Anders’s hands tightened on the control levers. They could make us crash into the planet! he thought, realizing one possible reason why they had been attacked so quixotically.

      “Not strategically sensible, sir,” Moriarty stated. “If the machine’s goal were our demise, they could have simply been packed with explosives, correct?”

      “As ever, you are probably far more correct than I am, Moriarty,” Anders stated. Although the simulated intelligence’s analysis didn’t really fill him with that much hope.

      “Don’t mention it, sir, just the benefit of a few hundred thousand processing units per nano-second,” the machine intelligence stated with what the lieutenant was sure was a touch of a smug attitude that it shouldn’t even be capable of.

      The blue-green orb of the planet grew bigger in their viewscreens as the Unexpected Hope was propelled, faster and faster, toward it. It didn’t appear to have any landmasses that Anders could discern, just the constant movement of dreamy, surreal atmospheres. “Some kind of gas giant?” he murmured, especially when their approach crossed the apex of the planet’s pole, where a constantly shifting and yet stable hexagram of color sat.

      The sight pinged once again in Anders’s memory as he remembered some snippet from a planetary morphology class that he had taken, decades ago.

      Something about how this was an example of how complex weather systems can arise from natural forces, he thought, before shaking his head. It wasn’t just the odd hexagram of vortex-airs that was interesting to the policeman’s mind, though. It was the fact that he was sure that he had once seen this very sight, this very planet before.

      But we’re in Sector 0… he thought. The Hidden Sector. The best-kept and deepest secret of the Golden Throne—so much so that very few even knew that it existed, because—

      “Because it contains Old Earth,” Anders breathed as their ship started to shake as they neared the gravity well of the planet. “I hope you’re right about that goal, Moriarty!” Anders hissed after a moment, holding on.

      “Sir,” the machine intelligence said, almost tartly, “put it like this: even if our assailant’s strategy was to dash us against this planet, the Ru’at module’s sensors indicate that a large majority of the planet is gas, with an ice and nickel core many kilometers down, and our outer shields are now so thick that we would almost certainly survive the crash in some form or another.”

      “Just so long as that form means that we still have air to breathe and all of our limbs attached in the right place!” Anders said as he saw the thick blue field start to spark and flare with the burn of entry.

      Their module craft was, despite any of their wishes, about to make entry to the alien planet, and there was absolutely nothing they could do about it.

      The Unexpected Hope shook and vibrated as it flared through the rivers of carbon dioxide, methane, and sulfuric rain. Great ripples and flares of plasma were sent up behind it as it disturbed the delicate ecosystem of the blue-green planet’s upper atmospheres. The Unexpected Hope would have probably made a smoother inception were it being controlled by the cyborg servers or Moriarty, but the strange shield-traps prevented its in-built stabilizers and balancing equalizers from firing, creating a bouncy ride for all those inside.

      “Our speed is diminishing, boss!” Patch called. The vibrations were indeed gradually slowing. Still, their visibility was next to nothing, however, as their thickened outer shield was darker than the natural currents of blue-green beyond.

      “Dalia, stay sharp…” Anders said.

      “Always,” the Ilythian agreed grimly, her hands already on the holo-triggers of the arms, awaiting a chance to fire the railguns sited on their top hull as soon as she had the chance.

      But then the Unexpected Hope wobbled, and the outer blue of the shields faded a little, becoming a little more translucent and revealing that they were being drawn toward a shape, hanging in the atmosphere of this alien world.

      It was a station. Vaguely cylindrical, with several lower tubes extending below it like the axles from a wheel, and from which danced a constant churn of white and bluish gases. The station itself appeared to be blocky and without any of the smooth or svelte lines of throne or Ilythian tech. In fact, its ugly corners and reinforced bulkhead girder supports reminded Anders a little of Mondrauk technology. Industrial, the man thought.

      “Are we free?” Anders asked, nodding ahead to the lighter shields.

      “Not yet, boss. The differential polarizations are still way too high for us to fire up the field generators,” Patch responded.

      Dear stars, English, please! Anders thought. A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed.

      It was clear that they were being brought toward one of the larger blocks of the station, slowing as they did so, to see a giant hangar door rolling open into a murky, shadowed darkness beyond.

      “This is it, people,” Anders said, already rising from the command chair as the cylinder of the command holo-helmet faded around his head.

      “Boss?” Patch blinked in confusion.

      Anders took a breath. “They didn’t kill us, or even attack us that much, really…” He decided to put his faith in Moriarty’s estimation. “It looks like they want to talk, whomever they are, and I’m curious.” He had stalked across the command room to the slightly out-dented white modules of the equipment lockers, waving a hand for them to fold outwards and extend racks of blasters, laser pistols, and rifles.

      “I want to hear what they’ve got to say, but that doesn’t mean that we’re going to go in defenseless.” Anders took two of the smaller blasters and clipped them to the auto-harness at his thighs, one on either side just under his hip, before looking up and grinning wolfishly at his crew. “Let’s go make some friends, shall we?”

      “I will keep the Hope in a defensive standby,” Moriarty said in Anders’s personal field, projected by his data-node, earning an agreeing nod from the human.

      “Just keep her generators warm, and with enough juice in the guns to get us out of trouble,” Anders breathed.

      “Well put, sir,” Moriarty confirmed.

      “Dalia?” Anders nodded to his second as she took her heavy blaster to stand to one side of the petal-door of their main hold, while he nodded for Patch to take the other side, with his heavy blaster. Anders himself stood in the very center, and very pointedly did not unsling his blasters from his hip.

      “Covering all possibilities, sir?” Moriarty broke his concentration. “Your bravery is admirable, but I might suggest the deployment of a smoke grenade first—”

      “I know what I’m doing,” Anders grumbled. Even though the simulated intelligence didn’t respond, the human was certain that there was an air of condescension about his voice.

      “Open the doors,” Anders grumbled, for the white metal plates to petal up and out, revealing—

      —a line of Marines, with their heavy blaster rifles held to their shoulders.

      “Weapons down! Right now!” one of the soldiers yelled.

      “Yours down first!” Dalia hissed from her side of the door.

      “Stand down! Weapons down now!” Several Marines took a step toward the ramp. There had to be easily ten or twelve of them, Anders registered. No way they could take them all.

      “Stand down! Last chance!” the Marine shouted.

      If only Jake was awake. Anders found the rather malicious thought skittering across his consciousness. The young PK might be a menace and a conduit to an ancient evil intent on enslaving all intelligent life in the known galaxy, but he sure knew how to shock an opponent, as well.

      “Anders!” Dalia hissed, already beading her eye along the rifle muzzle to the first Marine in front of her, dressed in slate gray and black.

      Wait. A tiny part of Anders’s mind started to catch up, despite the glowing laser sights that were catching in his eyes and the shouting Marines and the sudden promise of violence. He had never seen Throne Marine uniforms like that before.

      And they sent their shield traps to capture us, not kill us, he thought.

      “Stand down,” Anders said reluctantly and very slowly raised his gloved hands into the air in front of him.

      “Boss!?” Patch looked panicked, and a little relieved, Anders saw, but also completely confused.

      “I said stand down, Patch, Dalia. We’re not going to die here,” Anders said, nodding as companionably as he could at the largest Marine directly in front of him. Anders couldn’t see the human’s face behind his large salt-shaker style helmet, with front visor made of a deep black crystal-glass.

      And I haven’t seen that style of helmet ever… Anders thought.

      “Wise choice.” The largest of the Marines nodded, turning his helmet to cast looks at Dalia and Patch on either side of them, visibly starting when he saw Dalia.

      “Dear heavens…” Anders heard the man whisper on the inside of his suit, as if he had never seen an Ilythian before.

      Dalia hissed back, before rather reluctantly lowering her heavy blaster to the ground and stepping away from it, her hands raised. Not that it makes her any less dangerous, Anders thought. He knew that the alien agent would have at least two long nano-blades somewhere about her midnight-blue service suit, with which she would be much more deadly than with any field weapon.

      “The guns,” the obvious lead Marine stated, as he stayed in place, heavy rifle still trained on Anders’s chest as four of his companions surged forward, two on either side—one of each team to retrieve the guns, while the other kept their gun trained, almost pinpoint, on the Voider and the Ilythian.

      “Right, is that all there is in there?” the senior barked, directing his words to Anders.

      The lieutenant hesitated, for a brief pause wondering what the strategic advantage might be to having Jake wake up in the empty command room on an alien planet…

      But he wasn’t going to wake up any time soon, if Dalia’s tranquilizers worked… Anders thought. “One more,” he said. “But he is in critical condition. He’s sick,” he added the last, figuring that it was kind of true.

      “We can treat him. Where is he?” the Marine barked.

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea…” Anders tried to say, earning a grunt of rebuke from the Marine.

      “What? You don’t want your man better?” There was a disgusted noise from the inside of the helmet.

      Anders clenched his jaw. He hated lying, and he hated other people thinking the worst of him. “It’s not like that, sir,” he said the word forcefully, layering it with scorn. “Like I said, he is in critical condition. He’s got a very rare issue which means we have to keep him sedated if we don’t want him to die.” Or the rest of us, Anders could have added but didn’t.

      The lead Marine seemed to consider this, then shrugged. “Okay. We’re going to bring him into our medical facilities, where he’ll be stable. But none of us, sure as space dust, wants to mess with some alien contagion or another.” The man turned and barked a command for their ‘guests’ to be led out, and they were.

      Anders was the first to go, surrounded by the men and women made larger by their carapace suits, down into a small sort of bay area, just big enough for the Ru’at module craft, and little else except stands of control boxes, pipes, and ancient-looking equipment. The senior Marine set a punishing jog through this area and the open bulkhead beyond into a wide corridor that must have formed a central artery through the station, which gave Anders a brief moment to take a look at who these Marines were.

      “They’re Marines, sir, but they’re not Throne Marines…” the cultured, nonplussed tone of Moriarty told Anders, safe from being overheard thanks to the privacy field that the simulated intelligence projected from Anders’s data-node.

      Moriarty was right, Anders saw. These soldiers around them certainly wore military-style armor, but there was something almost comedic about their bulky over-plating, riveted edges, and rubber seals. Each one wore a large pair of shoulder pads that connected to a collar that completely eclipsed the neck, which scaled into backplates and breastplate, attached to a wide utility belt designed with clearly apparent shock absorbers and lubricant valves.

      This sort of armor had to be phased out decades ago! Anders thought, which was only partially right. A part of him was certain that these bulky plates of composite materials had been discontinued generations ago…

      Anders knew from personal experience that most of the regular Throne Marines wore a much lighter form of battle-plate, made from synthetic metals that had been carefully laced together with layers of graphene, carbon, and nano-diamond, pressed together in loose-fitting ‘cells’ surrounded by gel-crystal liquids—thus giving it the ability to absorb heat, laser blast, and impact, as well as give flexibility to the soldier contained within.

      Only the full battle-plate of the elite Throne Marines rivaled the size of the suits that he saw around him, but their threatening black-and-gold was nothing like what Anders looked at now. And the suits of armor that these people wore also had the ridiculous inclusion of actual lubrication and atmospheric pipes, which could be easily cut by a fast nano-blade.

      Hang on a minute… Anders thought, spying the crest that on every shoulder pad of the Marines around him. A series of stars over a death’s head. Not the throne and swords of the Golden Throne.

      Am I looking at some rebel faction of humanity? he wondered, his hope catching at his heart like a small animal. Or… Anders thought that it was much more likely to be some super-secret military grouping that the Eternal Empress kept here, in her Sector 0.

      Which was the home of Old Earth, Anders considered.

      “Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, lately of the MPB,” Anders decided to state, his voice certain and undimmed.

      There was a slight shuffle in their fast jog as the largest of the Marines slowed to turn his helmet to look at Anders for a moment.

      “Hm,” the man said. “Noted, soldier,” he said—but did not offer any of the usual returning rank and designation that etiquette demanded.

      “Sir, it is customary for the senior officer to offer their name, rank, and jurisdiction to their captives, according to Throne Dictate Number—” Anders stated formally, as they passed other archway bulkheads, leading off both right and left in different directions.

      “I don’t give a flying damn about Throne Dictates, soldier,” the man grunted. He apparently signaled for their group to halt before a large set of old-style bay doors made of pitted steel.

      “Then military courtesy suggests—” Anders continued, a touch of indignation in his voice, for the commanding officer to spin on his heel and glare at Anders fully.

      “Talk to me about military courtesy when you’ve lost as many comrades as I have, soldier!” he hissed back, with violence promised on every syllable.

      Ah, Anders thought, but curiously felt a grudging respect for this man. He clearly didn’t give a damn for any supposed dictates or rules, or perhaps for even the Eternal Empress herself. And he was stating that he and his men had had it tough.

      And that his loyalty is to them first and foremost, and no other… Anders thought. He could respect that. He could work with a soul that felt like that.

      If only he knew just where they were, and on what side they would fall: the Reach of the Throne? Their own? Or Anders and his crew?

      “We’re heading to Old Earth,” Anders stated simply, testing the waters.

      “Earth, you mean,” the senior officer said. “Good luck, as your empress will probably hunt you down like a dog, too.”

      My empress? Anders was starting to understand the hate that these Marines had for the Eternal Empress of humanity. “She’s not my leader. I don’t follow her,” Anders stated. “In fact, me and my crew have come to put a stop to her.”

      Well, come to steal the LOHIU, he thought. The Local Object Human Interface Unit—a psychic-human cyborg like Jake now was, which had the power to stop the Archon, or so he had been told, anyway.

      The senior soldier scoffed. “Like I said, hunt you down like dogs!” The man in the bulky carapace suit nodded to the door ahead of them. “Open the sanctum,” the man barked, for there to start the noise of grinding metals, accompanied by the hiss of hydraulic steams.

      The team of soldiers around him moved with precision and deadly seriousness as they stepped aside from the opening doors to reveal a large hexagonal room on the inside. Large bulkhead units speared inward from the walls like reaching claws toward a raised central platform, with a multitude of hissing and glowing cables snaking upward to the central ‘thing.’

      A field ansible? Anders thought for a moment, remembering the stolen deep-field device that he had sabotaged out there beyond the rim of the galaxy, once in the hands of the space pirates known as the Night Raiders, and used to contact the Black Sun itself.

      But the ‘thing’ in the very center of the room, attached to all of these cables, did not appear to be any sort of ansible transmitter/receiver that Anders had ever seen.

      In fact, it looked like a lump of old, blocky and rusted junk—until crimson lights flared alive, revealing that the top dome was in fact a helmet, inside of which was a ghastly, pale face.

      “Lieutenant Anders Corsigon, I have been expecting you.” The ghostly lips did not move as the emaciated face spoke, and neither did the eyes open. The face inside of the box of material looked, if anything, dead.

      “My name is Malady, and I am the last of the Outcast Marines,” the creature said. “And you and your crew will have to prove yourselves worthy enough to join our cause.”
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            How to Stop A Galactic War

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1: Welcome

      

      “Authorization denied!” the small, electronic voice of the door buzzed for the second time in Rose’s face.

      Dammit! The peerless assassin of the Golden Throne hissed, casting her awareness about her to see if the distant guards had yet noticed something odd going on at Service Door 43. She did this not by turning her head as any less well-trained operative might have done, but instead allowing her peripheral vision to indicate their positions, and for the subconscious biological controls that were implanted about her body to enhance her hearing by a fraction.

      “…you see the assault on Randalph’s World? Those bleeding crustaceans killed every man, woman, and child!”

      “Don’t worry. My wife’s brother mans one of the Pillar-of-Empire, and he said that they were being deployed to Seca next,” the other Marine said. They spoke in muted tones in the main lobby that opened out into the three corridors of Service Tunnels 41, 42, and 43. But Rose’s genetically-enhanced hearing was acute enough to even pick up a pin drop.

      “Those hard-shelled swamp lovers won’t stand a chance,” the Marine continued. Of course, Rose knew that the first Marine’s rumors were a complete lie. The assassin herself had managed to hack into the general Throne Marine chatter to discover that the Secari assault on Randalph’s World—one of the many garrison colonies of the Throne Marines—had been strategic at best, and ill-conceived at worst. The crab-men had succeeded in destroying the stationed fighters and two deployment craft before being chased back by the arriving throne defenders.

      Whatever. Rose silently gritted her teeth in a very cat-like, very Ilythian-like growl. Rumors and lies and fears abounded in times of war, she knew only too well.

      And she had to concentrate on the task at hand. She frowned at the door and wondered if Senior Captain Davil had, in the few brief moments before his death, been brave enough to give her the wrong access codes.

      Unlikely, she thought. It wasn’t Rose being particularly arrogant when she thought this, she just knew that she was very, very good at her job. The best.

      Her mesh-gloved hands tapped out the code-sequence for a third time, hoping that somehow—however unlikely—she had managed to type it wrong the first two times. But it was an old service door, wasn’t it? Several levels below the bridgehead known as the Ascension Bridge—the only port between Welcome and Imperial 1.

      Which meant that it was guarded, at all times, by four squads of Throne Marines, as well as whole batteries of security drones, sensor drones, and spy drones, as well as ceiling and wall-mounted sniper guns.

      Down here was Rose’s only chance for success, she knew only too well.

      “Authorization deni—” the door started to bleep.

      Rose hit the panel in disgust.

      “Authorization accepted!” the door chimed happily, earning a groan of annoyance from the assassin. But perhaps she was lucky that no throne engineer had been down this way for a long time.

      The door rolled up, revealing a short, steel-gray corridor to a set of steps leading down. The sounds of clunking machines and the hiss of hydraulics could be plainly heard, just as expected. With a quiet whisper of movement, the assassin was through the door for it to roll shut behind her. She discarded the service-operator’s suit that she had stolen from the Welcome Staff Union and moved to the machine room in her much more comfortable gray-mesh body suit, with its intelligent fibers and hidden pouches containing half a hundred different tools.

      From the belt at her waist, she unzipped and unrolled her large trench coat cloak, its fibers lengthening and shimmering to a matching gray of her surroundings as she rolled it over her shoulders. Her warm palm on her hip activated the stiletto pouch, for the nano-filament blade to slide into her hand, whilst from her other side she was already removing the composite body, barrel, and handle of a small but incredibly powerful Wasp laser pistol.

      She was now a semi-visible ghost in the corridor.

      She was what she was trained to be.

      She was Rose.

      Taking the steps down to the machine room, her eyes found the noisy, clunking, grinding gears and hydraulics that worked the loading mechanisms of the port above. Every spaceport had these subterranean realms – the industrial gears that meant that the far larger bits of loading equipment, intelligent jetties, mooring supports, and ships’ anchors worked perfectly.

      One would be mistaken in thinking that Rose was here to sabotage, as her pupils widened to accommodate for the dim yellowish lights, searching for her chosen target.

      She found the loaders and supports for Hangar 17—a series of valves, levers, and a small control panel—and immediately got to work, pulling a data-cable from one of the nodes on the arm of her suit to attach to the panel and start to blink through the controls.

      It was tricky work, but down here, she could bypass the security protocols and make sure that the automated loading machine for Hangar 17 sent an authorized request to Hangar 32, and then wait patiently for its new cargo to arrive.

      Hangar 32 was not in the highly-restricted area of Ascension Bridge, and that was why Captain Ugarin had his smuggled shipment sent there, instead.

      Hangar 17, however, was currently home to one of the sleek black envoy ships—a diplomatic vehicle that would be making the journey across to Imperial 1 in a little under forty minutes.

      Come on! Which didn’t give her an awful lot of time, but she knew that she had to be patient to get this done right.

      The highly-restricted Hangar 17 overrode any security protocols, as its request was already from a checked, re-checked, and ‘secure’ envoy ship. So, the little drone-cart, with its long, flatbed of coffin-like plastic crates, wasn’t interrupted as it trundled across the floor of the Ascension Bridge, high above Rose’s head. It paused for another drone-cart to cross its path, and then continued all the way to Hangar 17, for the automated loading arm to daintily pluck the cart’s contents and stow them away safely on board the envoy ship.

      One job down. Rose breathed a sigh of relief, pulling the data-cable and allowing it to wind back to her cuff as she searched for the next vital part of her task.

      There. She spied the series of giant, dark gray pipes at the end of the room, part of a ventilation circuit that kept the machines down here cool—as well as the mechanical parts of the automated loaders above.

      Rose braced herself, cut through the access vents, and waited for a moment as a blast of icy air hit her. There were metal ladder rungs up the inside, but usually any repair work or maintenance was performed when each of the ventilation pipes had been turned off.

      As it was, the assassin climbed into a brisk howl of freezing air that would have frozen any tears to her cheeks if she had the emotions left to cry them.

      Breathe. Concentrate. She remembered her training, increasing her heartrate by a fraction to feel the subsequent flush of warmth and the jittery feeling sweep through her body. Her mesh suit would do a lot to preserve her core temperature, but even that was starting to tighten and constrict a little under the sudden barrage of icy air.

      Any normal human without her specialized training or advanced equipment would have their breath and blood freeze in minutes, but Rose was no ordinary human.

      She climbed up. Up toward Hangar 17 and the envoy ship it contained.

      And once she was on board, she would cross the short hop of space straight into Imperial 1, with the object that hundreds of traitors and secret agents and resistance fighters had died to get here. In fact, what Rose didn’t know was that an entire war group of Ilythian destroyers—including Master Iktin of House Tularin—had died in a brave but foolish assault on throne space designed as a distraction from the smuggling of this one precious item.

      It was a Sul’Daar apocalypse missile. Powerful enough to destroy one of the Pillar-of-Empire throne station-ships, the largest battle craft that the Golden Throne had. It was powerful enough to be a colony killer. A planet ruiner.

      So it had to be powerful enough to destroy the city-station of Imperial 1, and the Eternal Empress like a spider in her nest inside of it, didn’t it?

      The Sul’Daar apocalypse weapon and the plant-altered genetic assassin might be able to stop the galactic war with one blow.
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      Sector 0: Sol

      

      “Excuse me, but you want us to what?” Anders asked in shock at this strange, dead man’s challenge.

      There was a hiss and a murmur of outrage from the Marines—the Outcast Marines—on either side of Anders, Dalia, and Patch. Anders could see hands moving to secure their rifles tighter to their bodies in readiness.

      The dead man’s face remained impassive, but the blocky form started to shift. Anders and the others watched as metal modules and components started to twitch and lift, cables suddenly pulled taut and stretched as the jumble of objects that Anders had thought were just more decaying machinery rose…

      …and formed a very large humanoid, made entirely of metal, with a huge barrel of metal for a body and hydraulic arms that Anders thought could probably tear through the hulls of most smaller spacecraft. His body was pitted and covered in patches of red and brown rust, and Anders wondered how old this war machine was.

      The strange dead-man robot stood almost eight feet tall and towered over them.

      “Lieutenant Corsigon,” Malady intoned, in a human’s voice that was synthetic, modulated by electric hiss and the glitch of static. “I have waited here for over five hundred years—”

      Longer than the entire Reach of the Golden Throne has existed! Anders inwardly gasped.

      “I have seen your empress rise. I have seen her abandon our home, Earth, only to return to claim it for her experiments. I have waited, and I have seen what was left of my people—your people too—enslaved and brutalized by the forces of Empress Helena.”

      There was a glitch of static as the name of this robot’s enemy twisted in its electric speakers.

      “No one has come to help us, in all of that time. No brave soul. No rebel soldier like yourself. No ancient ally, like we once had. And now you return, traveling in the ship of my enemies.”

      The Ru’at module, Anders realized. Jake had told them that their new allies—the cyborg race of the Ru’at—had once tried to enslave humanity before the rise of the empress. Was this war machine Malady a veteran of those ancient wars?

      “And yet you claim to be the enemies of this empress. You claim that you wish to stop her. But you will fail,” Malady announced.

      “Like hell we will!” Anders started to say, before he was cut off by Malady.

      “My Outcast Marines offer the only serious chance of you getting onto the surface of Earth. But if we are to trust you, you have to prove yourself.”

      Oh dear stars, Anders groaned. Another challenge to go through before someone decides to help us?

      As it turned out, it was.

      “The company that I once belonged to were trained and tested hard, Lieutenant Corsigon. We were the most hated of all of our military comrades. But it was through these challenges that we learned one thing: that we were strong together.” The static-filled words of the ancient robot appeared to grow dimmer, as if he—it—were remembering happier times. “We knew the value of comradeship, of brotherhood and sisterhood. And if you are to be welcomed by my Outcast Marines today, you will have to prove to them, as much as to me, that you are worthy of that trust. That you are brave enough, and tough enough for what comes after.”

      Anders inwardly growled his frustration, but a grudging part of him could at least understand what the robot was suggesting. It was one of the few good things that he remembered about his time in the Throne Marines, actually: the solidarity of his battle family.

      And the sort of man that Anders was could respect that, at least.

      “I’ll do it,” he stated.

      “As will I,” Dalia agreed, for the third voice of their number to pipe up.

      “Sure thing,” Patch sighed wearily.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a marvel that Malady could even fit down the passageway that Anders and the others walked down, but he did—barely. Anders got the sense that perhaps this entire facility had been built around Malady, and once again he wondered at the events of those five hundred years since this almost-cyborg robot had been here.

      “That,” the man-machine stated, pausing at the gallery of ridiculously old viewing windows—actual tinted crystal-glass, which must have had some sort of overlay of a holo-field, Anders thought, as the green-blue atmospheres of the planet had been negated to allow a clear view of the planet’s surface.

      Anders could see a frozen landscape below, plains and plateaus of cracked and jagged ice-floes, whose lines were striated a deep pink and green of frozen gases.

      And directly below them was some sort of facility.

      “That is the outer transmitting station for what you call the Sector 0 Throne Marine Brigade,” Malady informed him. “Or what I call the invaders!”

      Anders could feel the creature’s hatred bubbling up through every word for the returned humans who had shown Malady and his Outcast soldiers no quarter.

      “I have been fighting an insurgency against the empress for nearly all of that time, and the Outcasts have a few shielded and camouflaged bases like this station dotted around the Sol System.”

      Sol. It was still so strange for Anders to think that he was actually, really here in the birthplace of humanity. He realized that was why the outsides of this planet had appeared so familiar. He must have seen ancient holo-files of it in the throne history classes at school, perhaps? Anders wondered what it had been called… Neptune? Uranus? Europa?

      “But this station is our largest and best,” Malady stated. “The empress’s forces down there do not know that they have set up camp right below us, which will work to your advantage.”

      Anders frowned for a moment. “Wait a minute. How many Outcast Marines do you have across Sol?” It was inconceivable to think that there would be the tens of thousands necessary to be a serious threat to the Throne Marines in just one star system… But even five or six hundred would make a difference in a battle.

      “Fifty-two,” Malady intoned.

      “Fifty-two!” Anders gasped. What under the stars did this relic expect to happen with less than a hundred soldiers!?

      “Better than four, sir, with one crew member currently catatonic…” Moriarty informed its master discretely, safe in the privacy field that Anders’s data-node projected.

      “More than you brought with you, Lieutenant,” Malady strangely echoed the simulated intelligence.

      “When humanity left,” Malady said, with a voice that was deep with sadness, “it was only the great, the good, and the able who could afford or were chosen to go with the councilor’s migration ship,” he stated.

      Which councilor? What migration ship? Anders thought.

      “The rest—the poorer peoples of Earth and the near colonies, the disabled or the non-industrialized communities of Earth—were left to fend for themselves, half-irradiated by nuclear war,” Malady stated.

      “As you can expect, humanity did what it does. They fought each other. We Outcast Marines—forever the least-wanted of the military, you understand, full of thieves and murderers—were left to stand guard and keep the peace.” Malady’s glitching voice paused for a while. “And we failed. And then your Eternal Empress came back and turned the remaining humans either into slaves or laser-fodder. What was left of my Outcast Marines were hounded from our outposts to the guerrilla existence you now see us in…”

      “Did you never try to leave? To ask for help!?” Anders said in shock, understanding a little of the deep suspicion and mistrust that Malady and the others now had. “There are many races and cultures out there now. Some of them would have come to your aid—”

      “The Wall that your Empress built around the system, Lieutenant,” Malady reminded Anders of the vast grid of defense satellites that Anders and the Unexpected Hope had to break through to get into Sol at all. “It stops travel both outwards and inwards,” Malady stated, leaving Anders to feel even more shameful than before. An entire part of humanity had been cut off and left here for five centuries, all because of the Eternal Empress’s desperate need for more and more power.

      “She’s insane,” Anders whispered.

      “Quite possibly. But that might also be an insult to the mentally unbalanced,” Malady suggested. “I have long since thought that it is perhaps the Eternal Empress’s rationality which makes her so dangerous. She sees the galaxy as a game on a chessboard, which she seeks to win, and not as an opportunity for all to flourish.”

      Anders was struck by the wise words of a being that was as old as the empress. Anders couldn’t even imagine what that length of time would do to your hopes, fears, and expectations.

      “The Throne Marine transmitting station down there is an early warning system for the empress’s defenses on Earth,” Malady stated. “If you can sabotage it, overwhelm the defenders, and stop it broadcasting, then we will have a clean run to Earth. The station will also have the required access codes and throne craft needed to gain access to throne bases.” Malady turned his dead face to regard Anders.

      “Do you believe that you can do the job of an Outcast Marine, Lieutenant? That you and your crew will be able to infiltrate that base for me?” Malady said. “Your challenge will be to get in and make the initial infiltration. I will use what precious Outcast forces that I have left to do the rest.”

      Anders looked down at the small black insect of metal below. He then turned to the Ilythian beside him, and Patch. Each of them had the same grim, intent expression as they looked down at their target.

      “Yes,” Anders said. “We’ll give them the surprise of their lives.”
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      “Why they won’t let us use the Unexpected Hope I think is a stars-damned—” Patch grumbled as he fumbled with the large, loaned visor-helmet of the Outcast Marines.

      “Probably because the station would notice us coming, Patch,” Anders sighed, doing the same procedure as Patch as he slid the last piece of the Outcast tactical suit on. The group stood in what the robot-man Malady had called the lower hangar deck, although to the lieutenant, it looked more like a bare ramp ending in wide bulkhead doors. The lights that flickered on the walls were heavy storm lanterns on wires, and not the gentle glows of field energy drone-lights.

      No finesse here, Anders thought, but it wasn’t a grumble. A part of him actually liked the heavy clips, woven webbing straps, and mechanical equipment here. Less to go wrong, perhaps.

      “Okay, let’s see what you’ve got,” Anders breathed as the visor-helmet clicked into place, and his vision was momentarily dark before flaring with neon controls over the inside of the faceplate.

      This ancient thing has holographic readouts, at least, the man thought.

      
        
        HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: Active.

        USER ID: Anders CO.

        BIO-SIGNATURE: Good.

        SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Gold.

        SQUAD TELEMETRIES: Active.

      

        

      
        Bio-Signatures: GOOD.

        Atmospheric Seals: GOOD.

        Chemical, Biological, Radiological Sensors: ACTIVE.

        Oxygen Tanks: FULL (6hrs).

        Oxygen Recycle System: WORKING (1hr).

      

      

      The suit itself was bulky compared to any throne equipment that Anders was more used to. The man looked nervously over at Dalia, an Ilythian who must be completely unused to this heavy human tech. He saw that she apparently had no problems getting the suit on and was similarly caparisoned in ancient armor.

      Each suit was the same matte black and red, but Anders realized that it was surprisingly light—probably owing to the internal hydraulic systems and load-bearing cantilevers that were micro-machined from belt to spine at the small of the back.

      The Outcast ‘power suits,’ as Malady had called them, were made of three broad parts:

      The mantle: a flexible, padded collar studded with sensors that draped over his shoulders and covered most of his neck. It would offer some protection from attacks, but its primary purposes were to generate passive energy from the heat of the body and transmit it to the much more powerful power suit that Anders was soon to wear…

      The belt harness: a heavy, modular belt with pouches and solid units, designed to link the mantle and the shield plates together, as well as distribute the suit’s weight. Metal-mesh straps were extended from the belt to synch with the mantle and to cross his thighs, supporting his body and adjusting his posture.

      And the shield plates: a breastplate and a backplate made of interlocking sheaths of metal that could move and flex, hooking up to the belt harness for green LED lights to flash in Anders’s visor as they achieved connection, telling that the suit was now being powered up to full capacity. Over the shield plates went the shoulder pads, magnetically clicking into place, and finally came the plates of leg and arm greaves.

      On top of this three-part suit came the extra essentials. There were holsters at hips, thighs, and just under the ribs for a variety of tools and weapons attachments—not that Anders or any of the others had been briefed on even half of what these relics could do—and there were the collar and the visor-helmet, protecting Anders’s shoulders, neck, and head.

      Finally came the mesh gloves—black, of course, and much thinner and made of finer material. They had pressure-sensitive pads on the fingers, and sensors embedded just above the wrist that would communicate Anders’s heartrate, blood pressure, moisture retention, and a number of other essential biological readings to his new uniform.

      
        
        Mission ID: Throne Transmission Station, Neptune

        Strike Group ID: Outcast, ERROR! UNDEFINED

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Squad Commanders: Corsigon (Gold). (ACTING COMMAND)

      

      

      The holographic lights glared over Anders’s vision, and he saw small, semi-translucent icons glow and stay in place for a moment. One was a vector form of a green-lined man, with ‘Lt. ANDERS’ glowing underneath it. Anders presumed it was his general health and armor readouts for quick access.

      Above this flickered into place two more small green, healthy blips—DALIA and MCGUIRE—although Dalia’s green signature kept flashing purple as the suit failed to understand her alien biology. When Anders turned to face them, he saw that the visor performed auto-focusing and lightening, allowing him to view the lower hangar deck with as much clarity as if the lights were ten times brighter. Both Dalia and Patch’s waiting forms were outlined in neon green—Flash! Purple! Flash!—as Anders’s suit recognized them. Small lines of data scrolled out from them, indicating their weaponry and physical readiness.

      “Sir, if I may?” Moriarty appeared in Anders’s ear, sounding oddly muted for a moment, before there was a glitch of static.

      
        
        HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: Active.

        USER ID: Anders CO.

        >>ERROR! UNDEFINED PARAMETERS!>>

        >>Command Code Access: GOLD>>

        SUIT MONITOR: Moriarty.

      

      

      “That’s better,” the machine intelligence stated with an almost smug sound to his voice. This time, Anders could hear the words coming from the suit itself and not from his node.

      “You hacked my power suit!?” Anders said with mock frustration.

      “I did, sir. The heavy tactical suit was simple enough to override with some multiplying code equations, thankfully. Now, I am sure that you will be glad to hear that I will be able to make your suit and battle experience approximately one hundred and twenty-five times more efficient,” Moriarty said.

      Actually, it did feel better to Anders, who hadn’t served a day in the field without Moriarty at his side ever since he had been awarded the military machine code for acts of bravery.

      “Now, sir, let’s see what orders they have pre-loaded for you,” Moriarty said smoothly.

      “I’m not a machine, Moriarty,” Anders said with a growl, before wondering if he had hurt Moriarty’s feelings. Oh yeah, machines don’t have feelings…

      Moriarty didn’t even bother to respond, but lines of data flared into existence before fading once again.

      “Sending to all of your squad, sir,” Moriarty said softly.

      
        
        GROUP-WIDE ORDERS:

        Achieve Entry to Enemy Station…

        Neutralize Enemy Markers…

        Locate Station Mainframe Server…

      

      

      MCGUIRE: “Any idea how they want us to do that!?”

      Patch was quite audible over the suit-to-suit communicators, but the words also scrolled at the bottom of Anders’s vision. The Lieutenant hissed at Moriarty to get rid of that annoyance, if he could.

      “I think Malady mentioned something about this being a HALO operation, Patch,” Anders said a little testily—not that he was annoyed with the engineer at all, but he was nervous about the procedure, of which he was certain that the Voider wouldn’t have done at all.

      “What under the stars is a HALO operation when she’s at home?” Patch’s voice said, as Anders saw that Dalia was already lining up to one side of the hangar bay and turning toward the ramp.

      “High Altitude, Low Opening,” Anders stated. “It means that we’re going to exit Malady’s station, and then we’ll pass through the planet’s middle weather systems to perform our landing—”

      “Perform our landing!” Patch immediately glued himself to the wall by his gloves. “Are you nuts!? You mean that’re we’re going to jump out of a near-atmospheric station, freefall, and then just hope that mother earth is soft enough that I get to keep my legs!?”

      
        
        SUIT-WIDE COMMUNICATION: Sen. Cmdr. MALADY…

      

      

      The holo-screens inside their visors flared as Malady’s static-tinged voice suddenly spoke.

      “Marine McGuire,” the dead-man war machine stated, “If you feel incapable of this mission, then you are free to stay here. You and the rest of your crew. You will have failed the test, and it will be impossible for my Marines to fight beside you.”

      “Wonderful,” Anders muttered to himself. It’s not like they had much choice, did they?

      “However, if you succeed in marshaling your courage, you can be assured that each power suit has been recreated by myself from the actual schematics of the originals, and updated with what technical advances I had at hand,” Malady continued. “Each suit has an in-built thruster and glider system, and you will be perfectly safe.”

      “About to jump out of an orbital station in a tin suit based on five-hundred-year-old designs…” Patch grumbled as he shuffled nervously behind Dalia.

      “Behind me, Patch,” Anders said, nodding to the Ilythian for the alien woman to nod back as the lieutenant took the pole position.

      “Don’t worry, Anders. I’ll stop Patch from becoming paste,” the Ilythian murmured over the communicator, in what Anders thought was probably quite an unhelpful manner.

      “Alright, everyone, take a breath, remember what we’re here to—” Anders was saying, just as there was a flash over his visor.

      
        
        SUIT OVERRIDE!

        COMMANDING OFFICER: Sr. Cmdr. MALADY.

        THRUSTER/GLIDER COMMAND: Activated.

      

      

      “Wait a minute—” Anders had a chance to say, just as he felt movement on the belt harness and from his back as thrusters rolled out of modules and the sheath of plates at his back rearranged.

      This was matched by the sudden flash of a central green light over the hangar door, flaring once, twice, and three times before clicking red—

      —for the hangar door to suddenly roll open.

      “Ach!” Anders gasped, and he heard Patch behind him yelp as the sudden suction grabbed their suited bodies and pulled them out of the hangar and Malady’s station in one smooth movement.
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      “AARRGH!”

      It became very clear, very quickly, that Patch McGuire, newly seconded to the Outcast Marines, was not impressed with the ‘High Altitude, Low Opening’ maneuver.

      “Patch! Keep it together!” Anders tried to sound as confident as possible through the suit communicator, but it was hard when he too had only ever performed this operation twice before, and that had only been in Throne Marine advanced training with a much more advanced suit than he was now wearing.

      But the Outcast power suit was surprisingly functional in its operation, at least.

      The hip thrusters were auto-controlled by the suit—now by Moriarty—and fired minute blasts of compressed plasma both synchronously and independently of each other to control the suit’s descent. This was matched, Anders noted immediately, by two smaller positioning thrusters that extended from the large, reinforced boots.

      It’s a bit like a ship! Anders thought, if the definition of ‘ship’ was that of a man surrounded by a box of metal with rockets strapped to the corners…

      
        
        THRUSTER/GLIDER COMMAND:

        Azimuth: -15

        R: +32

        Velocity: 7/10

      

      

      The holographic screen of Anders’s visor displayed a series of lines intersecting his vision with a small triangle icon in the dead center. Another flashing red triangle was visible much further away and down to the left.

      “That must be the target,” Anders announced, realizing that the helmet was offering him controls so that he could manually assist the flight with his own corrections.

      “Calibrating and compensating, sir,” Moriarty said, and Anders felt a kick at his hip as one of the thrusters adjusted, as did the corresponding ankle positioning thrusters, for the horizon line of the azimuth to start to creep back towards true.

      A gently-flashing series of semi-translucent green arrows indicated the path that Anders and the others were supposed to take, almost exactly like the line of a training descent that Anders might perform in a battle simulation.

      The power suit’s hips and legs had somehow reinforced their positions, not entirely locking Anders’s legs into place, but doing a lot to stop his urge to kick and flail.

      Which helps…but not enough, Anders thought as he turned his head to see the tumbling shape of Patch falling through the milky white clouds of an alien atmosphere.

      “Sir, I have detected that your suit has the capability to deploy aero-glider fins between your dorsal plates, which may be of interest to Mr. McGuire,” Moriarty said in an entirely nonplussed voice.

      “What!?” Anders said, trying to interpret what the intelligence was saying.

      “Open your arms out, sir,” Moriarty informed him, and the lieutenant did.

      Whumpf! For his entire body to sudden straighten out, as thin, mesh-sheets of some sort of graphene material were released, taut from between his elbows and upper arms to his shoulders and sides. He had wings!

      “Ha!” Anders couldn’t stop the fierce cry of glee as he felt the increased control that he had over his right and left orientation, as well as up and down, by merely moving his head and shoulders in either direction.

      “Patch! Open your arms!” Anders was shouting in delight—far louder than he needed to for the suit-to-suit communicator. When he turned his head once again, he saw that Dalia’s suit had already performed the movement, and the Ilythian was gliding behind and above him in synchronized flight, as perfectly as if she had been brought up doing this

      Who knows what technologies or skills an Ilythian agent gets taught, Anders had a moment to think, before Patch’s sudden shriek brought his attention back to the beleaguered member of his crew.

      “Open your arms, Patch!” Anders cried once more, and this time, in mid-tumble, Patch obeyed, snapping his arms out from his sides as if reaching up, back toward the distant, relative safety of Malady’s secret outpost station.

      The Void engineer tumbled head over heels backward, performing a perfect loop.

      “Aiiiii!!” He suddenly straightened out and sliced through the air ahead of them at devastating speeds.

      “Patch! Slow down!” Anders called. He had already managed to work out that all he had to do was move his wrists just a little bit one way or another, in order to turn his air-sails into aero-foils.

      But Patch, it seemed, was far more confident in contemplating the skies than he was actually navigating them. Once he was flying true, straight toward the destination, Anders had the feeling that the young man daren’t do anything to alter his course.

      And he was way out from the green arrow line of attack, Anders realized. He was going to get to their target quickly alright, but he was taking a much steeper incline toward it than either the green arrows indicated, or Anders or Dalia were themselves taking.

      “Dammit!” Anders muttered, angling his wrists and arms to make himself slice after the young man through the heavy, noxious white mists of the atmosphere.

      Visuals on Patch had disappeared, and now the red triangle marker of the transmitter station had grown far larger in Anders’s holographic display. They couldn’t be far off, could they?

      
        
        Threat Warning! Throne ID Unit Detected!

      

      

      There was a sudden, flashing red blip on Anders’s screen as he saw something rise off to the right—right near to where Patch’s vector was sliding ahead of them.

      “Moriarty!” Anders said, suddenly angling his arms so that he cut almost straight toward it.

      “This suit has next to no scanning abilities sir,” the simulated intelligence bemoaned. “But I still have my field scanners.”

      There was a glitch of static overlay through Anders’s holographic visor display, and suddenly a new batch of machine data scrolled down one half of Anders’s screen.

      
        
        Scan Analysis:

        >>Golden Throne Military Hardware…

        >>Self-Propelled Security Drone Type G204…

        >>>Field Generator Propulsion Systems (x4)

        >>>Local Scanner Array and Antenna

        >>>Carbonate-Graphene Armor (Standard Plating)

        >>>One ‘Marksman’ Light Repeater Rifle

      

      

      “It’s a stars-damned security drone!” Anders growled, watching as the red warning blip grew larger and larger, and then appeared to suddenly veer from its course—toward Patch.

      Dammit! Anders swore, again. He was no expert on throne drone tech, but he probably had more experience with it than any other person on this squad. He knew that the G204s weren’t particularly threatening or even particularly dangerous, and that they were usually used as stationary lookouts around Throne Marine bases.

      Except they activate, track, hunt, and attack any unregistered intruders, Anders knew as he angled steeper. Malady must have programmed their path of glowing green arrows to take them around these security drones, and Patch’s erratic flight had thrown him straight into its local sensor field.

      “Patch! Bogey on your tail, move!” Anders shouted, just before—

      FZT! His suit receivers picked up a dull noise like that of paper ripping in half, and Anders could see the sudden flash of bright neon pink as the security drone fired a needle of plasma from its laser rifle.

      “Patch!” Anders shouted.

      “Urgh!” There was a grunt of pain over the suit communicators as the vector that was Patch was suddenly spinning and dropping out of the sky.

      No! Anders growled as he closed the distance with the G204 drone. He still couldn’t see it through the thick clouds all around, before, above and below him.

      “I’m on Patch, Anders,” Dalia’s voice crackled over the suit-to-suit communicator as the Ilythian suddenly turned in her glide to shoot down like an attacking hawk toward Patch’s falling vector.

      Anders growled his affirmative as suddenly the clouds of alien atmosphere parted, and Anders saw the drone.

      It was larger than he remembered them being, wider than he was, oval-shaped, and with a trio of long antennas poking from its crown. One extended port like a pointed beak slowly swiveled to the approaching Anders, which had to be the laser rifle emplacement.

      The G204 security drone appeared made out of a rusted, yellow metal that would have once gleamed gold when it had been new. Clearly, the time it had spent stationary in these noxious airs had been enough to corrode it.

      Anders hoped that it had corroded its carbonate-graphene plating, too, as he suddenly drew his arms in and jack-knifed his body.

      He brought both heels of the heavy, reinforced metal Power Boots down onto the security drone as he collided with it.

      
        
        Suit Warning! Impact R and L Heel…

        Armor Plating -25%...

      

      

      WHAM! Anders felt pain reverberate up through his feet and the back of his legs, and he wondered if he had cracked his ankle bones as his vision filled with flaring white sparks.

      Gragh! Anders flailed with his hands, reaching to grab at the thing even as he himself slid from its surface.

      “Gotcha!” One gloved hand seized an antenna and both Anders and drone were falling out of the alien sky.

      
        
        Suit Warning! Thermal Blast, Helmet, and Breastplate…

      

      

      Anders was falling and tumbling in an accompanying cascade of burning sparks, spilled from the rent innards of the drone.

      FZT! Another flash of glowing plasma pink, but the middle doughnut-section of the oval drone couldn’t turn to fire point-blank into Anders’s chest. There was a horrible twist of buckled and torn metal just to one side of Anders’s clinging arm, and it had twisted the metals so much that the middle targeting section couldn’t reposition itself.

      It was from this middle that sparks were being thrown and dripped with abandon. In their tumbling fall, Anders saw the G204’s innards exposed to the corrosive atmosphere: knotted wires and pipes that were rolled and twisted around each other, spilling fumes and bursts of electricity.

      Anders had his heavy blaster rifle slung down the middle of his back, and he felt the stretch of the graphene aero-glider wings as he grabbed it over his head, spinning it over his shoulder.

      “Sir, please don’t—” Moriarty said.

      Just as Anders discharged his heavy blaster straight into the middle of the buckled hole of the security drone.

      Which, of course, caused it to blow up.
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        Suit Impact! Thermal Blast, Helmet, Breastplate, Arms…

        Armor Plating -36%

      

      

      “Sir. Sir. Sir…” Anders blinked awake to Moriarty’s voice to see that his entire visor screen was alive with alerts and alarms, and that the tiny green vector that was him had its entire top half flashing a ruddy sort of orange. Not a healthy green.

      Anders groaned, realizing that perhaps he shouldn’t have decided to shoot point-blank into the field generators and plasma conduits of the G204…

      …while also realizing that he was still falling.

      Ah. Anders snapped out his arms to feel them catch whatever winds or currents existed in this alien place—just as the heavy white clouds parted, and Anders was hurtling six or seven meters above a plateau of frozen and cracked ice-plates.

      Stars! Anders thought, realizing that if he had been unconscious for even a couple of seconds more, he probably would have crashed into the frozen ground and produced a much more organic version of the smoking black wreckage of the security drone that he was now flying over.

      Phew. Anders thought, and then, “Dalia!?”

      “I got him. Patch is wounded, but I’m treating him,” Dalia’s voice came back, quick and certain. “I’m about one klick away from your vector, surface. But you’re almost on top of the target!” the Ilythian said just as the black-metal shape of the transmitter station rose in front of Anders’s view.

      Oh no.

      “Sir. Tactically speaking, you should turn around and regroup,” Moriarty informed him.

      He was correct, of course. Anders could see the need to pull back to Dalia’s position very clearly indeed—mostly in the form of the large semi-sphere of black and ice-rimmed metal that was rising ahead of him.

      The station had been partially hidden by one of the many ridges of ice-plate that erupted all over the surface of this planet, forming something as small as raised cracks underfoot to the fifteen meters or so of solid ice-cliff that Anders was now flying alongside.

      Flying in my ancient, pretty battered and beaten-up power suit, Anders thought.

      Straight toward an enemy station.

      The entire dome of the transmitter station itself had to be only two or three human-height stories at its apex, but it was far, far wider than that. Like the G204 drones, the station held a ‘crown’ of long, black antenna towers—each one sturdily enclosed in steel cages.

      Where the station met the ground, there were blocky, claw-like forms of extended buildings.

      Probably hangars or loading bays, Anders thought. Each was sunken deep into the frozen landscape, with great drifts of snow and ice-frost piled against them.

      And there was the flash-flash-flash of red warning lights.

      “No time, Moriarty,” Anders said, bringing his arms slowly together to speed his flight and bring him lower to the ground.

      “Sir, I am sorry, but the idea that you can perform a one-man infiltration and assault on a throne military installation is, quite frankly, unlikely,” the simulated intelligence said. “You have to rendezvous with Agent Dalia’s position.”

      Which kind of hurt, Anders thought, because he knew precisely what ‘unlikely’ meant, coming from the simulated computer intelligence. Moriarty was a machine, which thought at near quanta-speed code parcels, and as a result knew that almost no situation was impossible.

      It was also, after all, unlikely that all of the sub-quantum flux of the universe suddenly turned itself into a gigantic orange for no reason whatsoever, but that result would probably be deemed highly unlikely in Moriarty’s terms.

      However, Anders knew that an ‘unlikely’ from Moriarty pretty much meant that he should really consider making his last wishes right now, as there was pretty much nothing else that was going to change things.

      “I can’t do that now, Moriarty,” Anders grumbled, as he suddenly flared his arms to catch the wind. It was like putting on sudden air-brakes as his breast juddered with the resistance, and Anders was now rolling the last meter out of the sky, hitting the layer of snow and scattering ice around him in a tight combat roll. Thankfully, his power suit absorbed almost all the shock with no ill effects.

      Anders knew that he couldn’t go back to Dalia, because they had already set off the security drone. Which meant—even as quick as Anders had tried to be—that an alarm signature must have been sent to the transmitter station.

      They would know that one of their drones had suddenly gone offline. It was highly likely and vastly probable that the Throne Marines inside even had footage of the flying, HALO infiltration team.

      And if I went back now, I would only lead them to Dalia and Patch. Anders ended his roll in a skid, flipping himself over as his thrusters returned to their pockets and his aero-foil graphene wings withdrew themselves into their hidden compartments along his shoulders.

      It wasn’t even just about Malady’s Outcast test, really. It wasn’t about winning or losing the dead-man robot’s approval.

      For Anders, it was about his crew.

      I can’t let my crew members die, Anders thought.

      The lieutenant stood up under the base of the ice-cliff, with frost and snow flaking from him as he raised his heavy laser rifle to his eye and advanced.
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        Initiating Suit Protection Measures…

        >>Static Diffusion Field…

        >>Polarized Outer Shield Plating…

      

      

      Lines of glitchy green data and code scrolled over Anders’s visor, just as one of the red lights on the transmitter station started to pulse faster and faster.

      It’s about to open! Anders had a minute to think as he threw himself forward to the edge of one of the lower, oblong buildings and ducked into a bank of ice and snow.

      
        
        Proximity Warning! Two Enemy IDs…

      

      

      Two red vectors appeared at the edge of Anders’s visor, tracking the enemy signatures beyond the wall where he crouched. The lieutenant tensed instinctively, then released his breath in a slow manner, forcing his body to relax as he settled his hands more securely around the trigger grip of his heavy blaster rifle.

      “Sir, the suit’s diffusion field I called will mask your thermal and radionic signatures if you stay further out than four meters,” Moriarty stated over the suit’s communicators. “And you are currently at four-point-four.”

      “Right. Wonderful,” Anders growled. He could feel the cold metal of the room against the backplate of his suit and waited. “Can you hack their chatter? I want to know what they know.”

      “Probably that they’re under attack, sir,” Moriarty said—unhelpfully, Anders thought—but then the visor once again glitched with scrolling code as the simulated intelligence got to work.

      
        
        Accessing Suit Telemetries…

        >>Assisted Field Generation (MORIARTY.exe)…

        >>Target Frequency Identified (THRONE TRANS.14.vgQ7)…

        >>Running MORIARTY.exe…

      

      

      Even without the hacked communications, Anders still had a wealth of information to rely on. The suit’s receivers were powerful enough that they could hear the crunch, crunch, of heavy boots, and Anders’s own thermal and radionic sensors could overlay their glowing forms as the two Throne Marines paced out onto the frozen landscape.

      They were spreading out, one hanging back a little by the door that they had marched through, the other stalking toward the cliff edge of ice-plate where Anders had landed.

      “Success, sir,” Moriarty said as suddenly, Anders’s visor was filled with spilled communications.

      “I’ve got residual chemical traces. Plasma. Heat…” one of the Marines said.

      “Well, they must be around here someplace. Will that damn necro-bot ever learn?” the other replied.

      ‘Necro-bot.’ Anders quite liked that summation of Malady in a way. But these two Marines, although alert and clearly ready for a firefight, did not appear to be overly concerned with the idea that Malady was launching an assault on them. In fact, it sounded to Anders as though the Marines had already written Malady and his resurrected corps of Outcast Marines off as little more than a nuisance.

      Which perhaps the lieutenant could understand, given that the Reach of the Throne had control over the entire Sol System, while Malady only had fifty-two soldiers.

      “Single shot,” Anders breathed and saw the data-readouts of his heavy plasma rifle change accordingly.

      “Sir, you are already aware of my analysis of your strategy, but if I might suggest—” Moriarty started.

      “You may not, Moriarty!” Anders whispered, turning on his hip to raise his heavy blaster rifle in one smooth movement—taking aim not at the Marine further out but at the one who stood by the door.

      “Movement!” Anders heard one of the Throne Marines say, just as he depressed the trigger.

      THWAP! A lance of burning crimson energy spat out of Anders’s rifle, hitting the turning Marine at the door in the knees, which Anders knew was one of the weaker points of any Throne Marine power suit.

      “Ach!”

      “Augusto—” another shout of alarm from the other Marine, but the soldier’s alarm was too little, too late, as Anders had already turned back to fire a single shot straight at the man’s chest.

      “Urk!” The man flew back into the ice-cliff wall with a heavy bang.

      “Burst fire!” Anders hissed.

      “Sir, I doubt that even a dead-eye shot with a heavy blaster has the power to—” Moriarty stated as Anders pulled the trigger once again, but not at the collapsing Throne Marine—instead at the ice wall over him.

      Anders could feel the recoil of the rifle as its multiple barrels of plasma conduits spun and revolved, releasing a volley of crimson and pink energy bolts into the ice-cliff, sending up steam, and—

      KERRACK! There was the sound of a mighty snap as huge pieces of the frozen planet collapsed onto the already-downed Throne Marine. It might not even be enough to kill him, Anders knew as he turned, but it would certainly give him something to think about for the next however long it would take for him to burn his way out of there.

      Anders threw himself around the wall of the station, but the first Throne Marine that he had shot had already managed to disappear from the ice.

      “Wait. Where—” Anders turned his head, seeing the open bulkhead door and the trail of bright ruby blood in the snow before it.

      “Heat signature two meters to your right, sir,” Moriarty advised him as the bulkhead door started to slide down with a hiss.

      Dammit! Anders jumped, hitting the blue-gray grillwork of the floor and sliding forward into the transmitter station.

      Anders rolled, flipping to his side with his rifle in front of him as he prepared to be shot by the injured Throne Marine—until he suddenly became aware of precisely what the danger of this planet was. The Throne Marine that Anders had shot lay near the far side of the exit-lobby, as still as the chunks of ice outside.

      “He’s dead, sir,” Moriarty informed him.

      “I can see that,” Anders grunted. It was probably the trail of blood leading from the now-closed doorway to the inner lobby.

      “The man’s blood toxicity readings are sixty-eight percent above average, sir. I believe that exposure of hemoglobin to this planet’s atmosphere is fatal to the human organism,” Moriarty said.

      “Right. Don’t get shot, in other words,” Anders muttered, turning to examine where he was and just what he was going to do about the fact that he, Anders Corsigon, had just embarked on a one-man infiltration of an entire throne station

      Oh. Anders wavered on his boots for a fraction of a second. He was in a solid box of a room, clearly used as a staging post or suiting-up area before any service personnel went outside.

      There were only two doors: the larger bulkhead door to the outside of the station, and then one smaller, inner door…that remained stubbornly closed in front of him.

      “And if I haven’t alerted every Marine in here already…” Anders figured. “Moriarty, can you hack the inner door controls?”

      “Presumably, sir,” the simulated intelligence said. “But I will need hard-line access. There are data-lines in your suit’s cuffs.”

      “Okay.” Anders was already moving to examine the cuffs of the Outcast Marine suit when the air was split by the rising and falling sound of a siren.

      WEEAAOWAAOOW—

      “I believe that they have discovered your intrusion, sir,” Moriarty said demurely.

      “You don’t say.” Anders looked at the inner door, then at his heavy blaster. He imagined all sorts of security drones and Throne Marines piling toward him on the other side, right now.

      “Maybe you were right, Moriarty. I don’t think there is any way that any man could expect to personally assault a throne installation,” Anders breathed.

      “Well, I did try to point that fact out to you, sir,” Moriarty was saying, just as Anders got an idea…
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      “Are you sure this is the right way!?” Anders growled as he once again tried to cram himself and the power suit past the lines of thick, insulated cables and steel pipes. The gridwork ‘ceiling’ was only a few finger-breadths from the side of his visor, and the lieutenant was sure that he had already gotten one of his heavy boots stuck.

      “It is the only way, sir, if you wish to avoid being target practice for seven Throne Marines,” Moriarty informed him.

      Anders only growled once again.

      The human had known that there was no way that he could expect to perform a solo, full-frontal assault on a throne installation. That was insane. The sheer numbers of enemy forces arrayed against him—everything from Throne Marines to security drones to automated defense measures—meant that he only had to mess up once, and he would be dead.

      Whereas, he knew that he also had to make sure that every one of his shots counted.

      “Okay. At least tell me where I’m going, then,” Anders mumbled as his visor screen was overlaid with a diagram of the access tunnels and maintenance tubes that snaked through the station.

      I can’t directly assault it. Anders had to grin despite himself. So I guess I’ll have to go under it.

      “These plans will only hold accurate if this transmitter station follows standard layouts, sir,” Moriarty said. “And, considering the uniqueness of this sector of space, I have no idea.”

      “It’s okay, Moriarty. I trust you,” Anders said. The gulley he was in was only really a floor compartment that allowed staff access to the atmospherics, conduits, lubricants, heating, and relay pipes that any exobase required for the comfort of those stationed here. It really wasn’t designed for a human.

      But there ahead was the crossroads, which apparently corresponded with a crossroads of corridors just a few inches above him, too.

      
        
        Proximity Warning! Enemy Signatures Detected…

      

      

      The ex-policeman’s suit softly pinged and Anders froze.

      “Your diffusion field is at maximum, sir. I thought that you might like to know,” Moriarty stated.

      Anders did like to know that, especially as he suddenly heard the clanking of five sets of Throne Marine boots coming toward him. The soldiers’ suit lights came with them, flashing crazily as they jogged.

      “Any sign of them?” Anders’s hacked communication module picked up.

      “They’re not in Green Zone, they must be somewhere in Orange,” barked a slightly terser voice, before continuing, “Split up! You two take East 3, you two West 3, and I’ll take North 1!”

      It had to be the commanding officer, Anders thought, as there was a chorus of ‘yes, sirs’ and then the sound of diminishing booted feet.

      Four sets of diminishing booted feet, not the fifth.

      Anders gritted his teeth, realizing that the commanding officer of this unit had stayed where he was, right dead center of the crossroads of passageways.

      “Hmm…” Anders heard the man muse for a moment. “Funny reading on radionic scanners—”

      Anders didn’t have the space to bring his blaster up to his chest, so he didn’t have the space to pre-emptively shoot the annoying commanding officer before he figured out what was causing the blip on his radionic scanners.

      Dammit! Anders swore. Again. He was aware that he was doing an awful lot of swearing right now, but forgave himself, considering his rather tight—and helpless—position.

      “Distance: three-point-two meters…” Anders’s hacked communication receivers picked up the man’s internal musing as the commanding officer turned on his heel and took one slow, measured step down the corridor toward Anders’s position.

      One step thudded against the grillwork. Then another.

      What weapons do I have? But Anders already knew he didn’t have any. Nothing powerful enough to get through Throne Marine armor, anyway. At his wrist was a laser cutter, which he had already used to get into the gulley system, but that would have to ask the Throne Marine to stand there for half an hour or more while he held the little super-hot laser cutter in place. And Anders didn’t have space to move his rifle. He barely had enough room to worm his way through the gulley, no room to get his hand to his hip or side.

      Thud. Another step, and then—

      WEEAWOAOW! The station’s alarms, which had been mutely playing in the background, suddenly increased in pitch, bringing the commanding officer up short.

      “Control! What is it?” Anders overheard the commanding officer bark. But Moriarty hadn’t been able to hack the station’s central servers, just piggy-back the suit-to-suit communications, and so Anders had no idea what had caused this sudden escalation of threat.

      But he had an idea.

      “What zone?” the commanding officer said, already turning back to North 1. “Good. Hold them there. Deploy full strike force.”

      The man suddenly set off at a clanking run down the passageway, leaving Anders in the maintenance gulley, the lieutenant held his breath for a moment longer before letting it out.

      “Dammit!” he swore for the umpteenth time.

      “Sir, I believe humanity refers to that as an act of serendipity,” Moriarty stated.

      “It’s not serendipity if Dalia or Patch is about to get jumped on by a full strike force!” Anders breathed. He set the wrist-mounted laser cutter to the grillwork of the ceiling above him and started to cut away a panel large enough to climb out of.

      It took some time. Too long.

      “Sir, South Corridor 1 leads to Control,” Moriarty stated.

      
        
        GROUP-WIDE ORDERS:

        Achieve Entry to Enemy Station… CHECK

        Neutralize Enemy Markers…

        Locate Station Mainframe Server…

      

      

      Anders hissed in annoyance. He knew what the mission was supposed to be. To prove themselves to the necro-bot Malady so that the Outcasts would help them gain access to Old Earth, and then the LOHIU.

      Anders also knew that they needed the access keys this station was supposed to have in order to even approach Old Earth.

      But my people might be dying out there! Anders’s fists shook with barely controlled frustration.

      “Moriarty? Can you get me Dalia and Patch’s position?” the man asked, looking up and down the passageway, caught between which way to go. One way would be towards his friends, and the other would be one step towards saving the entirety of sentient space.

      “Negative, sir. The transmitter station itself is preventing all unauthorized transmissions out or in,” the simulated intelligence said.

      Anders grunted in fury. How could he ever make this sort of choice? It was an impossibility for a man like him.

      “Sir, if I may interject—” Moriarty started.

      “No, Moriarty, you may not.” In his anger and fury, Anders turned to start stalking down the northward side of the passageway, following the way that the commanding officer had run, presumably to kill Anders’s friends.

      “Sir, I am sorry, but I have to insist. Consider what you yourself would do in Agent Dalia or McGuire’s position? What would they advise you right now?” Moriarty asked, calmly but firmly.

      The man in the borrowed Outcast power suit halted abruptly in his march, the shield plates of his chest rising and falling as he panted with emotion.

      Dammit. Moriarty was right, of course. “I would damn-well expect Dalia and Patch to go ahead and get the job done,” the man said quietly, turning on his heel and starting back down the southward passageway at a run.
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      Well, I hope he’s doing it right, Dalia thought as another salvo of weapons fire burst into the ice walls just a little ahead of her. I hope that he’s still alive. The Ilythian hunkered down for a second before popping back up, sighting along her rifle at the small shapes speeding her way. She fired.

      The bolt of crimson plasma energy raced across the frozen snows, angled down from her spot overlooking the transmitter station, and struck one of the speeding drone-riders just as it was starting to rise toward her.

      There was a crackle of blue field energy, but the shielding field was too weak to compensate for the maximum charge that the Ilythian had set her heavy blaster rifle to. The blue energy changed into an explosion of white-hot sparks, scattering in every direction, along with bits of drone, seating, cracked rider hub—and, of course, the Throne Marine rider as well.

      The problem, Dalia considered as she slammed back behind the ice wall, was that her plan was going too well.

      “If my plan was to overwhelm my position with superior numbers and firepower,” she hissed in her vaguely cat-like way to herself as she crabbed along the edge of the ice bank before popping back up.

      There!

      The next drone-rider had already risen in the air so that they were almost perpendicular to her position. She fired a salvo of quick shots, the first missing, the next resulting in a crackle of blue field energy, and the third in a shower of sparks and a long trail of blackened smoke as the drone rolled through the air over her position—with the Marine still inside.

      Throne Marine drone-riders were not something that Dalia had faced before, it had to be said, but she thought she was getting the hang of it.

      Each one-person drone looked vaguely like a hover-bike, shaped like a teardrop of gleaming white and gold metal, but with a heavy gun emplacement at their nose. The Marines themselves were ensconced in a clear module in the center, half-sitting and half-leaning forward to work the controls. They were used as close-assault transports, Dalia could guess, a quick way to throw a squad of Marines at a target.

      Where is the third!? Dalia suddenly realized she was missing one, as there had been three that had screamed out of one of the low, oblong hangars and toward her position.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have started firing at it,” came a weak croak over Dalia’s suit communicators. It was from Patch, who was further down the bank of ice, propped up in place with his rifle and partially sedated with various compounds released by his suit.

      At least he’s not dead, Dalia thought with a snarl, before turning to fire another salvo of shots at the station just for good measure. She knew that there was no way her laser rifle could damage such a building, but she was also fairly certain that the lieutenant was somewhere inside.

      His suit readings disappeared into that thing, Dalia thought. Which meant he could be alive, captured, or dead.

      Either way, there was little that she could do to rescue Anders with Patch in the state he was. She realized that all she could do was cause as much mayhem as possible, kill as many as she could, and hope that Malady had been right when he said that he would be leading an assault against the station.

      And maybe, just maybe, her actions would give Anders enough of a distraction to get the job done.

      “Watch out!” Dalia heard Patch’s voice and flung herself backward. She had no idea if that would be toward or away from whatever danger that the Void engineer had perceived, but guessed that as long as it was away from her previous position, it had to be better, right?

      “Oof!” Her backplates hit the hardened ice and she skidded, just as the third drone-rider raced along the bank of ice and snow, strafing at where she had been with multiple salvos of burning purple plasma.

      The world became a solid white fog as ice exploded and evaporated in an instant, but the scanner readouts on Dalia’s borrowed human suit were still good. She could see the vector of the shape as it screamed by overhead, performing a tight turn to race back.

      Dalia kicked her legs, flipping herself into the air as the drone-rider fired its forward laser cannons once again.

      The gravity on this alien world was a fraction less than Dalia was used to. That, as well as the hydraulic assists on her heavy boots, calves, and legs, meant that the vaulting Ilythian somersaulted high into the air—almost as high as the fast-approaching drone-rider itself.

      Dalia fired, her rifle releasing a trio of plasma bolts as she let herself tumble and fall, accepting whatever her impact may be, whether onto ice, rock, snow, or oncoming plasma fire.

      The Ilythian saw the bright flash of exploding field energy and the exploding drone behind it in the moment before she slammed into the ice bank, cracking the plates she had been scrabbling over and collapsing into a crater of her own making.

      
        
        Suit Impact! Backplate, Legs, and Arms…

        >>Suit Armor -40%

      

      

      “Dalia? Dalia!” She could hear Patch’s anxious call and saw his suit vector approaching in fits and starts when she opened her eyes.

      She groaned as the form of Patch’s Outcast suit appeared over the lip of the small crater and extended a hand to her.

      “Don’t ever let me do that again, Patch,” the Ilythian said as she accepted the wounded Patch’s arm, and the pair somehow helped each other back onto the battleground once more.

      “Tell me about it,” Patch said. His brush with the security drone had pretty much done the same thing to himself, only from a greater height. The Voider’s backplates were now a crumpled mess against his body, and he had several injuries across his shoulders and sides, but thankfully, the Outcast suits had held their seals.

      “But, uh…” Patch gestured down the ice bank toward the large, rounded black beetle that was the transmitter station. “I think that you might have to teach me how to do that fancy trick of yours, too…”

      The three drone-riders hadn’t been the full complement of a Throne Marine strike force, not even one stationed on this distant frozen world.

      Those three were just the scouts and shock troops, Dalia realized almost immediately. They had been as much designed to gauge the enemy strength and discover enemy positions as they were to actually attack any enemy configuration.

      Oh… Dalia thought.

      Now there was a racing line of five more of the drone-riders hurtling toward their position, and with a following group of four G204 security drones rising behind them, and then a jogging line of about eight more Throne Marines behind them. That was what counted as a full strike force out here on some blasted, frozen exo-planet under throne control.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity Alert!

      

      

      Dalia and Patch’s suit pinged.

      “You don’t say,” Dalia heard the younger Voider mutter miserably.
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            All that She Could Have Had

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1: Imperial 1

      

      The corridor ahead of Rose was dark save for the discrete blue lighting provided by the ship. The shadow that was the assassin moved and elongated as she stretched out of the crawlspace she had been inside of on the elite envoy ship.

      Rose had discarded her service clothes and once again had returned to the very expensive camo-cloak that she had ‘liberated’ while previously on Welcome. This piece of garb was a cheap, knock-off replica of the military intelligence-level camo-cloak that she would have once worn when still in the employ of the very woman that she had come to kill, but it would have to do. Even this level of cheap camo-cloak managed to copy the metal gridwork of the surrounding passageway and turn away direct light, making the assassin look like a haze that the eye didn’t want to see.

      “Access Envoy Mainframe,” the assassin said as she paused at the nearest wall control panel, extending the small data-line to the input plug on the wall and watching as one of her wrist’s data-nodes started to flicker.

      Rose knew that she was lucky she was already inside the envoy ship, having crawled up through the loader space, hacking the outer bay doors, and letting herself in. There were so many security protocols between the administrative world of Welcome and Imperial 1 that—now that she was aboard and they were flying—the ship would assume that she already had clearance.

      The console glitched with electric green light, and then holographic lines of command codes flickered to life inside the personal data-field that Rose’s node projected about her body but were completely invisible to anyone else.

      
        
        >>Envoy Mainframe. Access Granted.

        >>>Ship Specifications…

        >>>Engineering…

        >>>Life Support and Control…

        >>>Defense and Equipment…

        >>>Crew Complement…

        >>>Itinerary…

      

      

      As tempting as the assassin found it to be to leaf through the life support commands, where she could evacuate all the oxygen to the crew, or fill entire compartments with dangerous chemicals, she kept herself in check. At least for a moment, anyway.

      
        
        >>>Crew Complement…

        >Jr. Envoy Matthias D’Pollo…

        >Sr. Pilot Chen Pharmitage…

        >Personal Aide Yaku Mebde…

      

      

      And that was it. Rose let herself relax a little. Just three people to deal with. It wasn’t like she had to massacre an entire ship before she even started her mission, after all.

      Idly, she considered whether her plan had been the right one—to smuggle herself on board the ship laden with the Ilythian-made Sul’Daar colony-killer missile.

      There was, after all, an obvious flaw in her plan—if she had considered surviving much past the next sixty minutes or so.

      But I’m here to do a job, she told herself. A job that had to get done. This woman… If the Eternal Empress could even be considered a woman anymore, that was.

      After five hundred some-odd years of machine-supported life, what sort of humanity could even remain? Rose thought. This woman had taken everything from her. Her hand trembled a little over the controls with barely-suppressed rage.

      Funny how her emotions had never bothered her before, not when she had considered the Eternal Empress a god.

      The empress—through Commander-General Cread—had put Rose through every kind of dangerous, torturous situation. Every kind of physical and mental hell, from the years of grueling training, interspersed with shock therapy ‘habit corrections,’ as well as the many years of actual missions. Slogging through the acrid dusts of alien worlds, having her limbs broken and rent and torn in fights and regrown, and performing the most terrible executions and massacres, all because the Eternal Empress willed it.

      And Rose had never questioned it. The young woman had been grown from an iso-tube, after all. She hadn’t even known how to question it.

      But now, something was different for Rose. The woman snatched back her hand from the hacked ship’s controls, where they had hovered too close to the life support in her roiling anger and contempt for everything that was the throne.

      But what is it really? Rose had a moment of uncertainty, which was itself a new feeling for the woman…

      Was it the fact that she had been saved by the now-dead Envoy of Terevesin? Even when she herself, Rose, had tried to kill the ambassador for the peaceful garden world?

      Was it that the Envoy of Terevesin had asked her, in her dying wish, to put a stop to the Eternal Empress?

      Or was it the fact that Commander-General Cread had left her for dead on that garden world when he had believed she was no longer of any use? That Cread—the man that Rose now knew she had idolized—had even started the orbital bombardment of Terevesin with Rose, his most beloved student, still on the surface?

      Or was it the fact that Rose had seen the resistance mowed down by elite Throne Marines in the sewers and under districts of Welcome—all because of her?

      Rose remembered for a moment the Red Judge Captain Ugarin—a giant of a man, as all Red Judges, from their harsh high-gravity mining worlds, were—and how he had entrusted to Rose the data-crystal with the details of Welcome’s security procedures and the Sul’Daar missile.

      And how he had been my friend, of a sort. Rose blinked as something welled at the corner of her eye. Rose had never had friends. She had a master, instructors, and targets that she had to eliminate. Friends had been a new thing for her, too.

      Perhaps it was all these things. Perhaps it was even the fact that Rose now had a Terevesin regen-rhizome working its way through her bloodstream, creating faint dark lines that spider-walked under her too-pale skin. That piece of plant-science had been the parting gift of the dying Envoy of Terevesin, the strange sort of near-Ilythian medicine that was keeping Rose alive when she had no recourse to her usual throne-supplied genetic cellular repair treatments. Is the regen-rhizome doing something to me? To my brain? My programming?

      Rose had no idea, of course. When she tried to consider her fate, and how she had come to be here, about to deliver the known galaxy’s most devastating apocalypse weapon—apart from the empress’s own PK clone army, that was—to the galaxy’s strongest military center, all that she could think about were all of the chances and choices that had been denied to her by the Eternal Empress.

      I never got to know what it felt like to feel safe. Her jaws tightened. To feel wanted, secure, loved…

      Rose’s hand moved back to the crew complement section of the ship’s controls, and selected the rooms where Junior Envoy Matthias D’Pollo, Senior Pilot Chen Pharmitage, and Personal Aide Yaku Mebde were currently located.

      Her hands then moved to life support and toggled the filters and chemical balances on the room. They wouldn’t feel a thing of what was to come. That was a sort of kindness, wasn’t it?

      After she had finished her task, her hands checked the defense and equipment commands and found a subroutine that led into the hold manifest.

      There it was.

      
        
        >>Hold…

        >>>Non-Essential Items…

        >>>>Other Items…

        >>>>>Crate 101, (Welcome Ascension Bridge – Imperial 1)…

      

      

      That was Rose’s special gift to the woman who had taken everything from her. Closing the hacked control unit, Rose moved her hand to the holo-controls created by her data-node and set about priming the missile. Enough time for Rose to make sure she could locate the Eternal Empress. Not enough time for anyone on Imperial 1 to escape.
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            Reboot

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 0: Sol

      

      The corridor ahead of Lieutenant Corsigon was dark, save for the emergency lighting of the transmitter station. The walls were the blue-gray of industrial steel plate, and even though Anders tried his best to be silent, he knew that without Moriarty transmitting a privacy field around him, his heavy Outcast boots would be making a heavy clumping noise with every step he took down the access route.

      “It’s awfully quiet,” Anders said, taking another slow step forward as he felt a bead of sweat run down his brow. The idea that whatever Marines was here hadn’t already registered this alien in their midst was nigh impossible, Anders knew.

      The ex-policeman braced his heavy rifle a little higher, sighting down the barrel and easing off on his grip.

      Stay flexible. Stay alert, he reminded himself.

      “I agree, sir,” Moriarty’s cultured voice returned in Anders’s ear. “To be honest, my predictive analysis had already assumed that you would be overwhelmed with security drones by now.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Anders said through gritted teeth.

      Just then, the walls opened, releasing the spherical balls of death that were the security drones.

      “Three o’clock.” Moriarty and Anders moved as one, with the long years of Anders’s training—both in the Throne Marines and in the Military Police Bureau—clicking into place.

      Moriarty spoke, and Anders was already moving, swinging the heavy Outcast blaster rifle like a two-handed club, catching the steel sphere with its whirling top and bottom blades out of the air as it swooped toward his face.

      “Ten-forty,” the simulated intelligence spoke once more, and Anders was swiveling on his hip as his body reacted to the code they had developed between themselves. The twenty-four hours of the clock were a circle around Anders, while the minute hand denoted up or down—meaning that 40 minutes was down, near his left leg.

      CLANG! But Anders was too slow with his swing, even with the simulated intelligence sensing and analyzing the drone’s attacks, ahead of real-time.

      
        
        Suit Impact! Leg Greave Plate -10%

      

      

      “Dammit!” Anders growled, seeing the warning flash of red over his left leg on the small data-icon of his suit. The security drone attached there hadn’t initially done much damage, but it was attached—its higher blades bending around to form grab-claws as it gyrated its lower body down, grinding the blade over the greaves and sending up sparks.

      And how long before it finds a rubber seal, or lubricant pipe? Anders thought, smashing downward with the butt of his rifle…

      “Twelve-fifteen” Moriarty said as another of the security drones smacked straight into Anders’s chest plate with a thump and a scatter of sparks that was so hard, it knocked Anders back toward the wall of the access passageway.

      
        
        Suit Impact! Front Shield Plate -15%

      

      

      Anders grunted with the force of the impact, and his lower vision was eclipsed by the sudden burst of sparks, scattering everywhere from where the security drone was latched on, as was the one on his lower leg.

      “Dammit!” Anders smashed at the drone on his chest with his rifle butt, causing one of the whirling blades to shear off.

      
        
        Suit damage! Leg Greave Plate -20%

      

      

      The drone attached to his leg was still spilling sparks and now spirals of slivered, silvered metals.

      “Sir, step forward and arms wide!” Moriarty said, and Anders ignored him.

      “Are you crazy!”

      
        
        Suit impact! Leg Greave Plate -10%

      

      

      The fourth and last of the security drones had smashed into Anders’s other leg. Now, he had three of the things attached to his body, scraping away at his power suit.

      “Sir, it is a strong recommendation,” Moriarty said coolly—which, in the language of a machine intelligence, meant that it was the only thing that could conceivably save him.

      You’d better be right about this, Anders thought, suddenly holding his arms out wide, his back just a hand’s-breadth from the wall behind him.

      The holo-display on the inside of Anders’s visor glitched and flickered.

      
        
        OUTCAST POWER SUIT/Command Override…

        >>Moriarty.exe…

        >>Accessing Power Suit Battery Packs…

        >>Polarization Shield Plate/Full Body…

      

      

      Suddenly, Anders felt a jolt as though his body was a saltshaker and his whole form had been lifted and shaken, even though he hadn’t moved from his position at all.

      There was a blue crackle of field energy lasting for only a fraction of a second and then a blinding crackle of white light as static electricity discharged from all over his suit.

      Probably from my data-node, Anders had a moment to think. Moriarty’s home in the crystal was the only piece of technology Anders had that could generate field energy.

      
        
        Emergency! Suit Power Batteries 1-2 Compromised…

        OUTCAST POWER SUIT/Configuring…

        >>Error!

        >>Error!

      

      

      Suddenly, the holo-controls on the inside of Anders’s visor went dark, and every light that his suit emitted turned off.

      He couldn’t move.

      “Moriarty!?” Anders said suddenly, twisting and turning against the armor to find it stubbornly and completely unresponsive. His suit was dead. Powered down.

      And with no power, there’s nothing to circulate the inner hydraulics and suit lubricants… Anders realized. He tried to shake his legs again, for the suit to start to sway just a little. The shield plate was far too heavy to move by just the power of Anders’s thigh and back muscles alone.

      “Moriarty!” Anders roared once again. He certainly hadn’t wanted this to be the answer, although, when the words of the simulated intelligence returned, Moriarty did present a very convincing analysis of the situation.

      “Sir, I understand your frustration, but please consider the advantages,” Moriarty stated just as calmly as before. “I emitted a standard shielding field, as strong as I could manage, at least, before creating an energetic discharge from the suit’s battery packs. The charge was amplified by the field containment, and thus—”

      Moriarty didn’t need to explain any more. The three security drones that had been attached just a brief moment before were lying, steaming and lifeless, on the floor of the access corridor, with their appendages blackened and ruined.

      “Well, yeah, I suppose that’s a bonus. However, I would really love to be able to move!” Anders tried once more to swivel his hips and throw out a leg.

      …for the bulky power suit to topple over and crash to the floor with a heavy thud.

      “Dammit!” Anders railed, as he was now lying on the ground beside the bodies of the drones, feeling like he had just been thrown against a starship with nothing but a mesh under-suit on.

      Even this was only the start of Anders’s problems, as there came the distant but fast-rising sound of heavy metal boots running toward him.

      “Please, for the love of all that is holy, don’t tell me that is a complement of Throne Marines!” Anders grunted. He was unable to see those that advanced on him because he had fallen facing the other way and his suit sensors were useless and dead, so he didn’t see any alarming orange, red, or friendly green vectors. He had to rely solely on Moriarty’s sensors in his data-node, but the simulated intelligence was being uncharacteristically quiet.

      “Moriarty!?” Anders hissed as the running, thumping feet slowed as they drew within their kill-zone.

      “You commanded me not to tell you that the approaching two people are in fact Throne Marines, sir,” Moriarty said.

      Anders opened his mouth to hiss in a feral, wolfish growl. He was sure that the simulated intelligence at least had a sense of macabre irony, if not downright cruelty, sometimes.

      “I am working on re-starting your power suit, sir,” Moriarty stated as the first booted foot appeared in front of Anders’s face, and even though the sound was muffled and wasn’t amplified by the suit sensors, the lieutenant could clearly make out what the Marines were chattering to each other.

      “Looks like the drones got him,” the owner of the nearest visible boot was saying.

      Anders realized that they weren’t shooting him. They clearly thought he was dead!

      “Affirmative. He’s one of theirs, alright,” the next one said, to be immediately followed by a heavy nudge to Anders’s backplate.

      Argh! Anders opened his mouth to shout silently as pain emerged somewhere in the region of his kidneys.

      
        
        OUTCAST POWER SUIT/System-wide Restart…

        >>Initializing Power Suit Battery Packs…

      

      

      “What do you think we should do with him?” Visible Boot said.

      There was a moment’s silence, before the amplified voice of the kidney-kicker returned.

      “Well, I guess we chuck him in disposal, just like all the others we’ve seen to,” the other said. There was a shuffle and a scrape of metal, and Anders felt his dead suit suddenly being dragged to one side across the metal floor.

      
        
        >>Accessing Command Protocols…

      

      

      Come on, come on! Anders was thinking as his head started to rebound and judder. The Throne Marines had kindly grabbed him by the ankles, it appeared…

      “Here’s the nearest chute.” Anders heard an electronic hum from the nearby wall.

      
        
        >>Finding Suit Batteries/Checking Status…

      

      

      “Wait a minute.” One of Anders’s metal-garbed legs thumped to the floor as the kidney-kicker apparently had a thought. “Earth base might want identifiers. You know how they are down there. Everything has its box to be checked.”

      Oh no oh no oh no! Anders, as helpless as a fish in a can, gulped nervously.

      
        
        >>Suit Battery Status: GOOD…

        >>Outcast Power Suit Restart Protocol Initiating…

      

      

      Two sets of Throne Marine hands grabbed Anders’s arm and hip, about to turn him over to presumably take an identification photo of his face or get some other biological readout on the human inside of the Outcast suit.

      And I won’t be able to do anything! Anders gritted his teeth.

      “Nah. Forget it.” Abruptly, one set of gloved hands dropped him with another painful thump to the floor.

      “Hey!” the other Throne Marine complained.

      “I can’t be fragged to get some readout on him. You see what’s happening out there? You want to explain to Earth Base why we lost half a complement of Marines when we were busy hauling dead bodies around?” The kidney-kicker groaned before Anders felt the man’s hands seize his ankles once again.

      “Down the chute with him, and let’s get back to command,” the kidney-kicker decided, hauling Anders towards the disposal chute, which, from Anders’s experience with throne installations, was probably a mechanical grinder, and then a radiological burner, and then his constituent parts would be chuted to a super-heating oven where the only two things that would be collected would be water vapor—water was always a necessity on an exo-planet, even for the throne—and molten derivative metals, which would be recycled back into the upkeep and repair of the station, presumably.

      Wonderful, Anders thought.

      “Here, you grab his shoulders. We’ll just heave him on three, right?” Kidney-Kicker said, just as the lights inside Anders’s visor started to flicker to life, and green lines of code started to roll downward.

      
        
        HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: Active.

        USER ID: Anders CO.

        BIO-SIGNATURE: COMPROMISED

        SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Gold.

        SQUAD TELEMETRIES: Active.

      

      

      “Ready? One...”

      
        
        Bio-Signatures: COMPROMISED.

        Atmospheric Seals: GOOD.

        Chemical, Biological, Radiological Sensors: ACTIVE

        Oxygen Tanks: COMPROMISED (4hrs).

        Oxygen Recycle System: WORKING (1hr).

      

      

      “Two!”

      
        
        Mission ID: Throne Transmission Station, Neptune

        Strike Group ID: Outcast, ERROR! UNDEFINED

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Squad Commanders: Corsigon (Gold).

      

      

      “…aaand—”

      Anders’s hands swept up to grab the kidney-kicker’s shoulders as his boot lashed out into the chest of the one holding his ankles.

      “Urk!” A shout of surprise as Anders and the kidney-kicker collapsed against the wall, while the other Marine was careening off the wall behind.

      “Surprise!” Anders growled as flipped himself up and pounded the kidney-kicker’s visor with a metal elbow. He heard a crack of metal on metal, but already knew that it probably wouldn’t be enough to damage an advanced Throne Marine suit or the man it contained.

      But that hadn’t been Anders’s objective anyway. He seized the initiative to grab the Marine’s heavy rifle, spinning himself out of the way as he pointed it back at the other, recovering Marine and fired.

      Stupid fools didn’t even bio-lock their weapons! Anders growled in satisfaction as the rifle burned a hole straight through the Marine, for Anders to reverse the grip on the weapon and do the same to its original owner, before staggering back into the middle of the corridor, his chest heaving with the effort.

      “That was too close, Moriarty,” Anders growled, already checking both directions of the access corridor to see if there was anyone who was coming or had seen them. No one yet.

      “I don’t think we should do that suit reboot again,” Anders said, seeing the distant green service lights over a bulkhead door. One that presumably led to the command center.

      “Your desire for self-survival is quixotic at best, sir,” Moriarty said.
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            War Machine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fall back!” Dalia hissed over the suit communications as the first wave of Marine drone-riders crested the ice-wall, the weapons ports on their front cannons flaring into life.

      “Down!” She leapt, seizing the already-injured Patch and throwing him to roll across the floor as plasma blasts exploded all around them.

      Dalia and Patch’s world turned into exploding ice fragments and frozen dust as they turned and rolled, and the ice-plates of the exo-planet cracked and shook.

      
        
        Proximity Warning!

      

      

      Dalia’s suit pinged as the clouds of plasma-blown ice parted for just a second, revealing the gray-green skies far above.

      And the scream of small shapes, suddenly getting larger and larger like an entire flock of hawks.

      But it wasn’t the security drones. It wasn’t even the Throne Marine drone-riders, coming to salvo-blast them…

      It was a phalanx of flying Outcast Marines, their arms snapping to their sides and the aero-glider wings collapsing as they suddenly plummeted the last few meters out of the sky. They landed in great, rolling bursts of ice and snow before bouncing to their feet with their heavy blaster rifles already in their hands, firing back at the drone-riders.

      “It’s the cavalry!” Dalia heard Patch say excitedly.

      But there isn’t a lot of them. Dalia was already flipping herself from her position. “Keep moving! Stay down!” she barked, turning to raise her own rifle to fire at one of the drones as it hovered over the ice-ramp, its plasma rifle already sighting for the nearest enemy.

      Dalia fired. A clean, full-power shot that hit the security drone on the top of its domed hull, blasting it back with a shower of sparks and the ugly spill of black smoke.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission!

        >>COMMANDING OFFICER: Sr. Cmdr. MALADY…

        >>Advance! Take the ridge!

      

      

      The electronically-assisted hiss of the dead man’s words rang through Dalia’s suit as around and ahead of her, the Outcast Marines weren’t stopping in their charge, running straight into the middle of the battle as the drone-riders swerved and flew.

      Bursts of purple and crimson plasma-fire were everywhere around her. She could barely turn to fire at one drone-rider—the blue field energy of the drone’s field-generated shield took the majority of the explosion—before there was another one on the other side of her to fire at.

      Are we being overrun, or are we the ones doing the over-running? Dalia snarled, leaping forward to roll in the snow, turn back and fire again at the drone-rider she had previously struck. She took a moment of perfect precision and stillness before she pulled the trigger, for the already-compromised blue shield to burst apart and the drone to tumble out of the sky and across the ice-plateau, scattering its inner parts and human occupant.

      It was hard to tell if they had the upper hand or not, and everywhere that Dalia turned, the situation was the same for the Outcast Marines. Dalia figured that there had to be fifteen or so of the rebel Marines—more than the throne squad of eight, but the Throne Marines had field technology and better equipment.

      “Urk!” A cruelly-strangulated scream from over the group channel of her suit-to-suit sounded as an Outcast Marine was thrown through the air, flying head over heels backward, and dead before he hit the ground. Another gasp of surprise came as another Outcast Marine was killed as he ran, skewered by a security drone’s heavy plasma bolt.

      Dalia snarled, hitting the ground and rolling to one side, knowing that only way to survive in a skirmishing firefight where both sides had beam weapons was to keep moving. She ended her roll on a raised knee, targeting the killer drone and firing a salvo of burst fire from her own rifle.

      The first shot blasted across the thing’s blue shield, and the next burst the shield with a scattering of blue sparks. The third found the thing’s hull, hitting the antenna base and spinning it around in a tight corkscrew.

      Dalia tracked its erratic flight and fired another burst, this time making it explode in a glorious display of light and flame over the battlefield.

      “Dalia, on your right!”

      She heard Patch’s alarmed voice before she kicked herself backward, landing heavily on her backplate as a drone-rider screamed across the space her torso, arms, and head had occupied.

      
        
        >>COMMANDING OFFICER: Sr. Cmdr. MALADY…

        >>Hold! Hold your positions!

      

      

      Dalia swiveled to track the drone-rider, to see that they had already apparently forgotten about the near-collision as they had succeeded in swerving to one side, smacking their hull against another of the Outcast Marines and sending their broken body flying.

      Dalia fired after them, forgetting she was in burst fire as bolt after bolt burst over the machine’s blue shield.

      The drone-rider was already accelerating, moving too fast for Dalia to swivel around.

      It ducked down the other side of the ice ridge, disappearing from view.

      WHAM! The ground suddenly shook, and Dalia stumbled to one side as a roar eclipsed her suit’s ability to filter it and turned into the high-pitched, tinnitus-whine of static instead.

      “What was that!?” Dalia was snarling, seeing everything around her glisten and cloud with more ice crystals.

      “That…” Patch’s voice sounded over her suit-to-suit channel. “…was the senior commander!”

      The drifts and plumes of ice fragments cleared for Dalia to see that Patch was right. There, rising from a crouch in a vast crater of his own impact, was the walking robot Malady.

      It—he—appeared even bigger, somehow, down here on the surface of the exo-planet. As if the jumble of metal modules that he had been had only been a fraction of his actual size.

      It’s the suit, Dalia realized. The walking giant that was the fully-encased dead man had grown larger, as even Malady seemed to have an industrial-sized power suit, designed to go over his already rounded, hulking form. The vast slabs of shield plate the war machine wore were clearly patched and scored with lines of weld where they had been uniquely created—perhaps by Malady himself.

      And now he was rising, standing at a little over three meters tall, and had snatched one of the drone-riders out of the air with great, clamping hydraulic claws.

      There was a flash of blue field energy, which apparently the hydraulic pressure of such a vast power suit could overcome with ease, as Malady crunched through both the drone-rider’s blue shield and the hull behind it.

      PHOOM! An explosion of flame, bursts of plasma, and sparks showered down as the drone-rider exploded in Senior Commander Malady’s hands, but there, once the smoke had cleared, stood the soot-blackened, but otherwise unharmed, Malady.

      “Take the ridge!” the impressive goliath roared, and it was hard for even Dalia’s alien mind to not feel the rush of victory and courage after such an entrance.

      The Ilythian of course knew all about battlefield theatrics, performances and strategies—the act of looking brave was just as important as the act of being a better shot, quite often—and how all that it sometimes took to change the tide of a fight or a battle or a war was the way that small amounts of troops could be inspired to ever more daring acts.

      But still, she had to agree with Patch’s assessment when she heard him shout over the suit-to-suit.

      “Boo-yah!”
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            Electro-Neurons

          

        

      

    

    
      “I advise caution—” Moriarty’s voice was saying as Anders reached the door.

      “Screw caution.” Anders aimed at the control panel and fired. There was a sudden burst of sparks and the fizz of slagged metal, as the door started to slowly and judderingly open—

      For Anders to see a room full of prone, clearly-dead Throne Marines on the other side.

      Anders wavered on his feet for a moment in surprise. “Has someone got here before us?”

      The command room of the transmitter station was roughly circular and had an oval ceiling with five thickened buttresses reaching up to the central apex at its height. Each of these segmented bits of wall was encrusted with modules and flickering screens that formed five large control bays when they reached the floor. In the very center was a circular matte-black desk, over which Anders would assume a holo-wall of station-wide commands and controls would presumably be displayed.

      There would have been five staffers in lighter versions of the Throne Marine suits that worked here, Anders knew. He could tell because there were exactly five bodies slumped on their bay control chairs or on the floor beside their command bays.

      These staffers did not have the heavy visors of the Marines outside, and Anders presumed they would have had personal field generators from personal data-nodes, ready to flare into place if the station itself was breached and the toxic outside environment was ever let in.

      So that meant that each of these staffers was barefaced, their features still preternaturally twenty-something and with the smooth complexions that any throne military person would have owing to their discounted access to the Gene Seer therapeutic treatments.

      The Eternal Empress only wanted the fittest and best for her staff, of course—which meant that it probably would have alarmed the empress to see the state of these five souls, with white foam spilling from their mouth, and their eyes now a sightless, milky white.

      “What the stars happened here!?” Anders didn’t lower his rifle as he took another step into the command room, sweeping every available bay for any sign or cause or reason for the murder.

      And this is murder, Anders’s policeman heart knew at once. This wasn’t the same as casualties in a firefight. Or in a war.

      For one, these were throne staffers. Although they were all trained in basic combat, they occupied administrative, technical, and support roles, the clear conventions of throne-wide strategy was that such personnel would be captured as a matter of courtesy.

      And for another thing… Anders growled as he walked past the nearest sightless-but-still-staring body, None of them have weapons in their hands. It was a fine line to call of course, as Anders knew that any of the staffers here could have had personal weapons about their utility belts, but the policeman in Anders always applied the very basic, simple rubric of ‘Are they holding a gun, knife? Anything pointy or dangerous?’ when it came to policing confrontations.

      These staffers weren’t. Therefore, whatever had killed them had taken them by surprise. Hadn’t announced itself. Hadn’t even bothered to challenge them on any terms whatsoever.

      In fact… Anders considered the rictus forms of each of those that lay there. It doesn’t look like any of them had any idea what was happening to them until it was too late.

      “Moriarty? Radiological, chemical, and biological scans,” Anders hissed as a shiver of fear trickled down his spine. He knew that he had no real reason to fear of course, as the Outcast power suit was supposedly equipped with all manners of environmental support and filtration symptoms…

      But it still gave him the spooks, he had to admit.

      “Scans already completed, sir. No lethal toxins present in the immediate environment,” Moriarty said.

      “Then what under the stars killed them?” Anders whispered, talking slowly as he stepped up to the desk.

      “Scanning their bio-signs, sir,” Moriarty said, his voice fading away for a moment as his own internal processors got to work. “Each died of a massive electro-neuron spasm, sir.”

      “A who-what now?” Anders winced. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound particularly pleasing.

      “Like a heart attack for the central nervous system, sir. A stroke,” Moriarty stated.

      “A stroke…” Something teased the back of Anders’s memory. He had seen such attacks before, hadn’t he?

      “Chemical,” he decided, although there was a part of him that was certain that it wasn’t right. But it has to be, right? Anders thought of his advanced Marine training, as well as his MPB training, where he had been schooled in the effects of various noxious poisons, toxins, and chemical compounds. There were certainly terrible concoctions out there that could have these sorts of effects.

      But there is something about those eyes… Anders tried to avoid the sightless stare of them all around him. Impossible. And the frothing at the mouth…

      He had seen this effect before, and much more recently than his training days—

      “Sir, the holo-fields,” Moriarty interrupted the policeman’s macabre train of thought. Anders turned his gaze to see that there were flashing lights sparkling in the air above the central holo-desk.

      “Translating…” Moriarty stated.

      
        
        SYSTEM ERROR!

      

      

      The lights flickered into the emergency orange of alarm.

      
        
        ALL SYSTEMS DOWN…

      

      

      “Oh frack.” Anders moved at once to the desk. If all systems were down, that meant that everything from defense to life support was also down. He checked his suit instinctively. Always make sure your own oxygen supply is okay first.

      
        
        Atmospheric Seals: GOOD.

        Chemical, Biological, Radiological Sensors: ACTIVE

      

      

      “Good.” He nodded, although there was the policeman’s part of his heart that felt selfish when he considered that he had checked his own life support before worrying about any of the Throne Marines inside the station.

      Who are technically the enemy, the other, more wolfish part of him said, but Anders quickly pushed that part down. He wasn’t the sort of a man to evacuate the oxygen from a station and let his enemies die so dishonorably.

      “Moriarty, can you get the station seals in place? Now?” he asked as the warning orange data from the holo-control desk started to slide down with announcements, each one more alarming than the last.

      
        
        HOLD 1 OUTER DOORS OPENING…

        HOLD 2 OUTER DOORS OPENING…

        HOLD 3 OUTER DOORS OPENING…

      

        

      
        INNER SECURITY DOORS OPENING…

        >>Blue Sector Compromised!

        >>Green Sector Compromised!

        >>Red Sector…

      

      

      Anders swore again as he saw the flicker of blue field energy around him while Moriarty tried to interface with the station.

      
        
        >>Moriarty.exe/ACCESSING STATION HUB…

        >>COMMAND OVERRIDE…

      

      

      Then came what Anders was the most terrified of. The sudden, flashing red alarm blips as individual Throne Marine suit identifiers started to flag up their sudden, irreversible damage.

      A tide of names and numbers started to scroll down, each one flashing red, before bearing the moniker COMPROMISED after it.

      That was the rather quaint Throne Marine machine talk for broken, Anders knew. Dead.

      “Sir, I have the station command controls. Sealing inner doors and restoring life support measures,” Moriarty said as the alarming orange flashes started to turn green, one after another, and then flash the much more comforting SECURE.

      “However, sir, you should be aware that most of those compromised Throne Marines weren’t actually inside the station at the time that their suits went into malfunction,” Moriarty said.

      “What!?” Anders blinked. He had assumed that the alarm signals had been staffers suddenly exposed to the noxious environment outside.

      “From the station’s telemetry readings, sir, those were full Marines, currently outside of the station and engaged in tactical action against an enemy.”

      Malady’s Outcasts, Anders thought immediately. And Dalia, and Patch…

      “Their suits started to vent available oxygen supplies, and their atmospheric filtration systems stopped working,” Moriarty said casually.

      “That wasn’t a malfunction,” Anders knew immediately. It was too well timed.

      “Agreed, sir. My ongoing analysis of the transmitter’s computers indicate that it received a sub-quanta piece of code, just a few minutes ago, which worked as a virus to first seize control of this command center, and then to hack all of the other Throne Marine suits currently in action,” Moriarty said. “It was a hack, sir.”

      “Malady.” Anders instantly fumed, and his hands curled tighter against the stock and barrel of his rifle. Who else but a walking war machine could have done this? Who else had five centuries’ worth of resentment and rage?

      This was not an act of war. Anders started to tremble with fury. This was a massacre. You don’t kill people by subterfuge. You don’t poison them, even in war. You always give the opponent the chance to surrender.

      “Open a channel, Moriarty. Make it public Outcast broadcast. I don’t care who hears it!” Anders snarled.

      Moriarty immediately obliged, knowing instinctively—if machines had instincts—who Anders was referring to, and the lines of suit telemetry code flashed alive in Anders’s visor.

      
        
        OUTCAST MARINES/Group-Wide Channel…

        >> USER ID: Anders CO. (Gold Squad).

      

      

      “Malady, what in the name of the stars did you do!?” Anders’s voice snapped over the frequencies.

      “Lieutenant Corsigon. Senior Commander Malady here. What are you referring to?” Even in the suit-to-suit channels, the voice of Malady sounded electronic and dead.

      “I’m looking at a room full of poisoned people, and an attack that clearly contravenes the ethical standards of warfare!” Anders snapped. “If this is what it means to be accepted as an Outcast Marine, then I want none of it!”

      
        
        Incoming Transmission! Private Suit-to-Suit Channel…

      

      

      “Anders?” It was Dalia. “You’re alive. What’s going on!”

      But the lieutenant carried on regardless, ignoring the worried tone in Dalia’s voice.

      “There was a sub-quanta hack of this station just a few moments ago. An attack that released all of the atmospheric seals on the station and every enemy combatant, too. And, so far, I haven’t heard of any other enemy that the throne has in this sector apart from the Outcast Marines!” Anders ended on an almost roar.

      “Lieutenant! This is an outrageous and unsubstantiated accusation—” the voice of the walking man-machine Malady responded—

      Just as there was a loud snarl of static.

      
        
        Communications Override! Incoming Transmission…

        >>Sender Unknown…

      

      

      “Anders, Malady,” said the child-like voice of the LOHIU, the very same strange hybrid being that Anders and the rest of the Unexpected Hope were trying to come here to save, and who the Eternal Empress was using as a laboratory test subject.

      The voice of the LOHIU, or the Localized Object Human Interface Unit as ‘she’ was called, sounded like a child. A girl. Anders was unsure if this was the programming that was overlaid on top of whoever—or whatever—the LOHIU once had been, or whether she was, in fact, a human girl hybrid.

      The strange being sounded petulant, angry…even scared.

      “I was the one who made sure that you all survived! That no more of you died!” the LOHIU sounded on the verge of tears, before her voice glitched with static, becoming small and grim and serious. “I need you to come and rescue me. I need you to get me out of this hell. And if you don’t, then the Eternal Empress is going take over everything that exists!”

      Anders rocked on his feet at the words. Not at the sudden, mysterious appearance of the LOHIU over their airwaves—Anders had encountered her sudden, catastrophic transmissions before, as mixtures of radiofrequencies and PK energies blew apart transmitters and receivers when she had to get a message to him.

      PK energy… Anders now remembered where he had seen those frothing mouths and staring eyes before… It was one of the worst, most devastating attacks that Jake was capable of, as his psychic abilities overloaded an enemy’s nervous system.

      No, it wasn’t the strange way that the LOHIU communicated… It was the fact that Anders finally had an understanding of who, or what, he was dealing with.

      The LOHIU sounded just like Sibbi, Anders’s dead daughter, when she was having a tantrum. Too many emotions to deal with in such a small body that hadn’t quite worked out how to use them yet. Anger and fear and foot-stomping pride, without any mature understanding of how to express them.

      The only problem was, Anders thought as the static suddenly glitched out and the voice of the LOHIU disappeared, that this youth had the ability to kill at will, and from a distance, too.

      “Uh, sorry, Malady,” Anders mumbled, feeling suddenly ashamed, and more than a little bit out of his depth.

      “Sir, the station’s mainframe servers are wide open,” Moriarty stated in the moment of uncomfortable silence that followed. “I have read and secured the access codes of Earth’s near-orbit defense grid. We have a clear way in.”

      But Anders’s mind barely registered what his own simulated intelligence was saying.

      What if the very thing that I am trying to save proves just as dangerous?
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            Not With a Bang, But an Explosion

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 1: Imperial 1

      

      “Checking…” the automated words of the docking computer sounded in Rose’s private field after she had synced her data-node up with the envoy ship’s controls.

      The assassin stood at one of the sleek, vaulted crystal-glass windows and looked at the gigantic shape that approached her, already filling the horizon.

      Imperial 1. The center of the Rule of the Throne. The metal heart of the Eternal Empress’s galactic empire.

      The woman had no fears of being seen visibly by the guard or docking towers that they slid past as the ship neared its destination, or even of being scanned by the Imperial 1’s bio-scanners.

      She had chosen her transport well, knowing that envoy ships were second only to the leading Reaver-class vessels of military intelligence for their ‘accepted access’ status. The computers, simulated intelligences, and legions of administrative staff that worked the metal globe would have already assumed that the envoy ship was secure.

      And anyway, Rose had made sure, by tweaking and toggling just a few of the ship’s mainframe controls, that her signs were masked, and that those of the three crew members were present. Because of course, the junior envoy, the personal aide, and the senior pilot who had been on board were no longer here. Rose had filled their rooms with high concentrations of chloroform-oxygen mixes, putting them to sleep, before she herself had dispatched them to their escape pods and jettisoned them back to Welcome. It would be an annoyance when the three were detected and found by the orbital scanners, but Rose figured that the confusion and the questions, and tracking who they were—and more importantly, where they should be—would take long enough that her plan would be well underway by the time the alarm was raised.

      And by then, of course, there would be much more important alarms being sounded, wouldn’t there? Namely the destruction of Imperial 1 itself.

      The doomed fabricated planet wasn’t actually as big as a planet, but that didn’t stop it being monstrously large. Dalia saw lines of metal galleries, each one of which had to be as large as a colony, dimly lit with lights.

      At regular spaces, these galleries erupted into much larger, outward-pointing guard and sensor towers, with each of these towers ending in massive golden decorations—stylized, leaping, and ferocious dragons, lions, or hawks.

      The Eternal Empress liked her vast displays of wealth and apparent savagery, Rose thought with disdain, and wondered why she had never noticed this opulent display of hubris and arrogance before.

      In fact, when Rose thought of the few other times that she had actually been brought here—always standing just to the left and two steps behind Commander-General Cread as his personal project and most favored possession—Rose remembered feeling a flicker of that same pride at the sight of the known galaxy’s largest exo-structure.

      I used to be so proud of what we had achieved. What we could achieve… Rose thought.

      Now, however, when she looked at the sight before her, all she saw was an exaggerated, overcompensating display of anxiety and fear.

      The Eternal Empress is afraid of losing it all, Rose thought, with a moment of uncanny insight. “She is afraid of dying. Of death itself.” That was the only explanation that made sense for such a vast display of apparently permanent—eternal—power.

      Well, the throne’s most dangerous killer rather thought that perhaps the Eternal Empress was right in that fear.

      Rose smiled wickedly to herself.
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            Ceremony

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 0: Sol

      

      “Full ahead,” the words of Senior Commander Malady arrived over the ship-to-ship communicator. Anders wondered if he could hear a shadow of annoyance from the man-machine, or whether it was just the inhuman glitch of diodes and static.

      The Outcast Marines had left the exo-planet behind them, returning briefly to the command satellite before taking to the void.

      The lieutenant, Ilythian, and Void Engineer stood or sat in the command room of the Ru’at module craft Unexpected Hope, surrounded by the wall-length holo-screens, in a world of glittering green-and-blue data and svelte white metals. Their craft itself was a barrel of interlocking cylinder-units, looking clean and fresh beside the contingent of Outcast fighters that had been dispatched.

      Anders looked at the image of the Outcast fleet in the screens, noting that it was barely a squad, really. Twelve or so throne fighter craft with four splayed, short wings, a century or so out of date.

      I guess that was all that Malady could get access to out here, Anders thought.

      Each one had a sharpened nub of a prow and would be holding anywhere between two and four of Malady’s Outcasts. The senior commander was giving everything to the fight, it was clear. He was leaving his secret base on the methane and ice planet unmanned and undefended. Committing everything to the mission.

      We haven’t got a hope of retaking Old Earth, a part of Anders thought skeptically. He was thinking about the fact that the Eternal Empress had had three centuries of control over their ancestral home world. Malady had said that she had abandoned it with the civilization ships, then came back.

      There’s going to be defense satellites and field-grids, permanent sensor sweeps, ports, and towers that can dispatch defense drones or Throne Marines at a moment’s notice.

      It was a sobering thought, especially when he considered their own meager resources.

      Each of the slate gray-and-black Outcast fighters had clearly been modified by the rebel Marines. Anders could see where new weapons modules and scanner hubs had been attached with thick welds and bracketed metals to the hulls.

      The ex-MPB knew that it would never be enough.

      But we only have to free the LOHIU, right? Anders told himself, despite his recent reservations.

      “This journey used to take hours,” the voice of Malady returned over the ship communicator, and this time, Anders wondered if he could hear a note of regret, or nostalgia.

      “Should I input the access codes?” Patch asked from the screens, already holding a glowing blue data-field, a projected holo-image of what they had gleaned from the transmitter station. The code had been uploaded to every ship, and Anders guessed that in every command and piloting compartment, there would be Outcasts thinking the same thing.

      Anders was about to give the affirmative, but he was interrupted by Malady’s voice, and then the appearance of the dead man’s face, unmoving and encased in its shaded visor as it looked dispassionately at them.

      “Wait,” the voice of the man-machine said, although his lips did not move. “Our mission on Neptune may have been…difficult,” Malady said, and Anders was certain that was a note intended for him. “However, it was a success. And an Outcast always keeps their word.”

      There was a flicker of static over the holo-field as an emblem appeared, transmitted by Malady’s command fighter. It was of a green death’s head, a skull over a red background with crossed swords underneath and a curve of stars overhead.

      “The emblem of the unit that I used to fight in. The emblem of the defenders of humanity before the Rule of the Throne.”

      Okay… Anders frowned, unsure of where this was heading, before Malady’s voice rose and started to boom with gravitas.

      “The green represents new life, coming from the old way of death,” Malady stated. “The red is the fire of courage and the color of bloodshed—both signifying where we come from and what qualities we need to succeed as a Marine.

      “Lieutenant Corsigon,” Malady announced in his electric voice. “I am empowering you to be a site-commander, to become a brother and leader of the Outcast Marines, owing to your bravery and skill at infiltrating the transmitter station—”

      You are!? Anders was surprised and felt a strange feeling in his belly that was hard to describe.

      This is like my graduation as an advanced Throne Marine. Anders blinked, feeling the echoes of those feelings that he’d back then, and long ago. Of course, that graduation had been for the Throne Marines, and he remembered feeling proud, though not as proud as when he had earned his lieutenant badge at his later job as a military police officer, from the hands of the gruff Captain Dustin B’Halam, but still proud…

      Malady’s voice continued, “But first I have to ask you a question. Are you ready for this duty? Are you ready to return to Earth? Are you ready to fight and die beside the other Outcasts for the future of humanity—”

      Anders saw Dalia the Ilythian shift a little uncomfortably. “For all the known civilizations,” she whispered.

      Anders felt his heart lurch in his chest. Strange, that he was having so many feelings around this new role. A commander of a heretical military unit, he thought. Despite his own antagonism and skepticism, Malady and the other Outcasts had recognized him and his crew as worthwhile, as worthy… Worthy enough for them to take his orders and direction on the battlefield.

      The ex-policeman gulped and nodded. “I am,” he stated firmly.

      “In times of old, we would have had you place your hand on the flag of the Earth Confederacy—the union of all nation-states of Old Earth,” Malady said. “But they are five hundred years in the ground. So, instead, I will ask you just to repeat after me these words,” Malady said, and Anders found himself joining in, his heart filling with a strange sensation.

      Somehow, it felt like belonging.

      
        
        
        “Through blood and fire, I will still stand strong.

        I will stand at the borders and the crossroads, I will stand strong.

        Even with the eternal night before me, I will be the flame!”

      

        

      

      As Anders’s voice died on the last sentence, there was an agreeing noise from Malady, although his face did nothing, and there was another blip of static. This time, Anders could see a small gold star flashing on the screen, and in his personal field managed by Moriarty, a new line of code appeared.

      
        
        STATUS: Cmdr. Corsigon, Anders (Gold).

      

      

      “Sir, Malady has transferred command-level codes and status to your Outcast power suit, linked to your bio-signature,” Moriarty explained. “You are receiving mission parameters now.”

      
        
        Mission ID: LOHIU.

        Strike Group ID: Outcast 1.

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Mission Commander: Sr. Cmdr. Malady.

        Squad Commanders: Cmdr. Corsigon (Gold). Cmdr. Jeffers (Red). Cmdr. Asaya (Green)

        Squads: Gold Squad (4 members), Red Squad (10 members), Green Squad (14 members).

      

      

      Anders felt oddly humbled. He—and he could only guess Dalia, Patch, and Jake—were the elite members of the four-person Gold Squad, the command unit destined to lead the infiltration.

      “Now, input the security codes for Old Earth, Commander. Take us home,” Malady stated proudly.

      “Engineer?” Anders nodded, for Patch to solemnly nod just once himself, before he raised his hands to release the blue data-cube into the air, where it floated to meld with the holo-screens with a blip of noise.

      
        
        Ru’at Module 2305/Astro-navigation

        >>Receiving Coordinates/EARTH…

        >>Coordinates Locked…

      

      

      This is it, Anders thought as he watched the symbol of the field capacitors and jump engines start to cycle.

      We’re returning to Earth.

      
        
        >>55% Complete…

        >>75% Complete…

        >>Activating Exterior Hull Polarization…

        >>85% Complete…

        >>All Systems Ready…

        >>93% Complete…

        >>Jump.
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            Hiraeth

          

        

      

    

    
      The light of the Unexpected Hope’s screens glitched white, then faded to black as the module craft jumped.

      Anders’s heart pounded with anxiety as he thought of the vast array of throne defenses that would surely be in place. Drone-satellites, a planetary defense fleet, space mines…

      And Earth, he realized. That was what was causing the bullish kick in his chest. Because Old Earth was a myth, a legend, a rumor.

      She was a blue-green jewel in the night, Anders remembered the children’s rhymes that every throne human must have learned. That she had been a paradise, a garden fit for all life.

      Until the aliens came, he thought, just as he realized that those old stories were probably about the cyborg race of the Ru’at. The very ancient race that had built this craft, that had taken Jake as one of their own and…changed him. The alien cyborgs that had said they had tried to take over Earth, but that had only been in order to safeguard the future against the Black Sun.

      Anders grimaced inside the dome of his commander’s holo-field. He knew a lie when he heard one—even if it had been spouted by floating cybernetic orbs.

      But now the large holo-screens of the module craft were starting to repopulate with stellar objects, each one highlighted in an alarm orange for a moment as the Hope’s navigational computers attempted to identify them.

      “Boss, we got throne hardware out there,” Patch said, but Anders didn’t even hear him.

      Commander Anders Corsigon was looking at the central image sharpening into view ahead of them, filling a third of the screen.

      It wasn’t Earth.

      It was the creamy, white-and-gray orb of her sister, the Moon.

      Anders was frozen for a moment as he felt his heart kick in his chest. Was it because he had seen holo-stills of that very same image during his childhood? The giant pocked craters with their half-darkened interiors, the walls rising high enough to form mountains?

      Of course, Anders had never seen his mother-planet’s moon before in real life, so the feelings that were washing through him had to come from some earlier, psychological memory from childhood.

      But a part of Anders didn’t think that explained what he felt—a lurch in his gut that felt like loss. Or regret.

      “Boss, we got field energetics, radionics…” Patch was saying, pointing to one part of the moon where a clear star of steel buildings marred her surface.

      “It’s not big enough for a full base. Magnify,” Anders growled.

      The face of humanity’s moon suddenly swept toward them, and the buildings resolved into a large central black dome just like the station on Neptune, but this time with shooting-out metal corridors across the gray moondust to form the arms and points of the star. Anders reckoned that he could even see the delicate haze of blue around the entire structure, where a shielding field must be erected.

      “She’s a sensor station,” Anders stated. “We’ve got the access codes in play, haven’t we?”

      “Aye.” Patch nodded to one corner of the central holo-screen, where there was a constant scroll of code rolling down. “These are the throne security and clearance codes from Neptune…” he indicated. “Actually, they’re not codes but repeating signal algorithms, telling any throne hardware that we’re throne vessels and have every right to be doing what we’re doing.”

      “Just so long as no one looks up,” Dalia observed wryly.

      Yeah… Anders breathed out slowly. That was one of the many glaring challenges of their plan. They might be broadcasting as if they were Throne Marine ships, but that really did not mean that any throne pilot or navigator with half a braincell wouldn’t be able to see in a second that they weren’t.

      “Hold her steady. No sudden movements,” Anders said with a hiss of tight concentration, as behind him the rest of the Outcast fleet of twelve stolen throne vessels rippled out of space.

      Dammit! Anders suddenly realized their error.

      “Urgent message to Red and Green Commanders, divide your ships!” Anders called.

      “What?” one of the Outcast squad commanders came back.

      But Anders knew what he was doing. He had been a Throne Marine once, after all. “Equal squads of six fighter ships, triangle formation—now!” he snapped, to see the large mass of Outcast vessels behind slide between each other into position.

      Anders knew that it wouldn’t look so bad if there was a solo command vessel out front, forming a super-large triangle with two squads behind…if that solo command vessel didn’t also have the exact same shape and design as one of humanity’s oldest space-enemies, that was…

      
        
        Incoming Transmission/MOONBASE 1

        >> “Hail to the Empress Eternal, Commander. You having trouble up there?”

      

      

      “Commander? Who is he calling Commander?” Anders hissed in surprise.

      “Excuse me, sir,” the cultured voice of Moriarty cut in. “But I believe that it is you, sir. Your Outcast designation has been picked up by the throne security code.”

      “Ah.” Anders quickly recovered his aplomb, clearing his throat and replying in as confident and burly manner as possible. “Moonbase 1, this is the fleet commander, returning on routine maneuvers. I was practicing scrambling maneuvers, and some of those lug-heads behind me clearly haven’t got it through their programming yet! Cleared for approach to Old Earth?” he said, before suddenly remembering, “Hail to the Empress Eternal, too.”

      “Earth!” Dalia pulled a face as she hissed at him.

      “What?” Anders whispered loudly back at her.

      “Wouldn’t they just call it Earth down here? Your home world isn’t old to them!” Dalia said, which Anders was sure was a pretty fair point, everything considered.

      
        
        >> “Old Earth? Your lot must be some of the new arrivals, Commander—”

      

      

      The voice from the moonbase transmitter station said this with an audible condescending chuckle. Which told the policeman inside Anders an awful lot.

      There was a current relocation of troops to Sector 0 and Old Earth…

      Which also meant that the conspiracy of Earth’s continued existence was much larger than Anders had thought. And, from the tone of the navigator or sensor Marine down there, there was also no love lost between those Throne Marines who were forced to stay here behind the Sol-wide defense grid and the ‘new arrivals.’

      
        
        >> “—cleared for approach. Helena Base says that she’s got Docking Tower 7 ready for you.”

      

      

      “Affirmative,” Anders coughed, feeling his heart still beating fast in his chest. “Hail to the Empress Eternal,” he returned the traditional ending to the conversation before the transmission channel clicked off.

      “Well done, boss!” Patch was saying with a big, mischievous grin plastered over his face.

      “I’m not sure it was precisely skill…” the sharp-witted Ilythian said beside him. “It looks like that Marine didn’t even bother to look through his port window to see that the commander’s ship was completely different to anything that humanity has ever used!”

      “Don’t knock it,” Anders growled. He would take someone else’s stupidity as a win any day. Especially today. “Full ahead,” Anders ordered, and Dalia flickered her hands back to the holo-control arms of her command chair, and their craft made an elegant swerve around Earth’s oldest and nearest neighbor.

      Behind them, Anders could see the vectors of the two squads of Outcast Marines following them, keeping a pretty good formation—nowhere near what an actual bio-psycho trained unit of Throne Marines could do, however. Anders knew from painful first-hand experience how biological toxins resulting in high degrees of pain would be released at every point of their training when they failed to meet rigorous standards. It kind of made any actual Marine remember the little details, after a while.

      But it’ll do. Anders nodded grimly as the sphere of the Moon swept to one side, and suddenly, they were looking at their target.

      Earth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Anders? Anders!” the voice of the only alien in the room broke into the commander’s mind as Anders blinked and took a huge, shuddering breath.

      “Wha-what?” He shook his head for a moment in confusion, momentarily unsure of where he was. There were the white walls of the Ru’at ship. There was Patch, standing and looking at the screen. There was the command chair underneath him, holding him. And there on the screen was the bright blue-green jewel of Earth—

      “Anders!” Another sharp exhalation from Dalia, making Anders once again blink in shock. His face was wet. Why was his face wet?

      “We call it Ven-Hiraeth,” Dalia was saying, having somehow stood up from her chair and standing beside Anders, placing a gloved hand against his cheek. “There is no easy word for it in the human tongue, but it means loss, recognition, coming-home,” she said softly. “Your body remembers this place, even if it has never been here.”

      “How is that possible?” Patch whispered, mirroring what Anders was feeling.

      “Genetic memory,” the Ilythian said seriously. “Your genes carry within them every memory of your ancestors, waiting for your mind to wake to them.”

      “Oh…” Anders blinked again, nodding for Dalia to gently remove her hand. He had no name for the strange, sad, and yet overflowing feeling in his chest. It was like seeing Sibbi being born for the first time, mixed up with the time when he first left her at kindergarten for the entire day. An awareness of complete and utter belonging, as well as a sad acceptance that nothing would ever be the same again…that there was no way back…

      But she was a jewel, Anders told himself. His home world, he realized—the ancestral home of humanity itself—was a beautiful place. There were vast swathes of blue, washed in subtle shades where the oceans moved constantly over her face. There were also the deeper, smaller landmasses of green and ochre—the fringes and backbones of white where giant mountaintops still stood. White swirls of clouds moved constantly, hiding the coastlines where they played.

      But she’s not pristine… Anders thought, as he also saw gray and ashen drifts. They struck his eyes jarringly. If he could see these places from near-orbit, then the wastelands that they indicated surely had to be vast.

      Someone nuked Earth, a long time ago, Anders thought, and wondered if the traditional story of the alien invaders—the Ru’at themselves—destroying Earth was in any way true.

      “Commander?” It was the voice of one of the other commanders, speaking through the inter-ship system.

      “Right, yes.” Anders shook his head, trying—unsuccessfully—to clear the intense feelings of…something that he found hard to name. Nostalgia. Yearning. Recognition. Maybe those Ilythians and their alien philosophy are right.

      “Outcast Command? The plan remains,” Anders said. “As soon as we’re cleared for Old Earth, I want you to hang back in near-orbit. The planet’s security array will read you as throne craft, understood?”

      “Aye, Commander.”

      “Sir.”

      The other two group captains of the Outcast Marines responded. Anders wondered how Malady was taking these orders of his, but without any direct argument or naysaying from their senior commander, Anders figured that Malady must be approving of his performance, hopefully. “Senior Commander?” Anders asked all the same. Old Marine habits were hard to break, it seemed.

      “You have the seniority, Commander Corsigon,” the electronic-glitch voice of Malady confirmed. “Our Marines remain on holding pattern in near-Earth orbit until the time that the strike is called for.”

      The strike, Anders thought. The plan was that the two squads would make entry into Earth’s skies at the time they were called in, when it was necessary to either overwhelm the Gene Seer facility that held the LOHIU or make their escape.

      And then… Anders still wasn’t sure what their next step was supposed to be. Somehow get the LOHIU, along with Jake, to stop the Archon that was coming for them right now—

      No time. Anders shook his head.

      “Patch? Transmit the security codes and let’s see who responds. What does the data that Head ‘Tchil gave us have to say?” Anders said.

      “Accessing.” Patch’s hands flew through the holo-fields, picking up the gleaming blue vector that was the much-guarded and much-treasured cube that the Secari crab-man had given his life to them for. The glowing holo-field opened in the air before them like a flower, and out of it grew lines of data and small envelopes of datasets.

      “Here we go, boss,” Patch said, indicating one vector that glowed a bright orange. “Northern Hemisphere, Americana continent…” He pulled up the coordinates, and a small pulse of orange light appeared over the corresponding place on the image of Earth’s face below.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission!

        >>Earth Central Docking Authority/Helena Base…

        >> “This is the simulated intelligence Orestes to Throne Command Vessel. Docking Tower 7 will be ready for you upon reentry. Sending clearance docket to Central.”

      

      

      “Oh frack,” Anders whispered as another navigation light, green this time, started to flare on the face of the Americana continent. It wasn’t a very long way away from the secret Gene Seer facility that housed the LOHIU, but it wasn’t in the same time zone, for sure…

      “Looks like we’re going to have to get creative…” Anders growled as the glowing green vector lights started to appear in the screens before them, leading them down to the Americana continent, toward what once would have been deemed its central-northwestern edge.

      “Boss, you can’t hope to fool an entire dock of Throne Marines that we’re under the throne,” Patch said dubiously, nodding around them to where the white walls of the Ru’at module precluded any human design or manufacture at all.

      “We might not have to…” Anders gave a slow, wolfish grin and outlined his plan to the Ilythian and the Voider. “We just have to fool a super-intelligent computer.”
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            Cread’s Loyalties

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 0: Sol Outer Border

      

      The lights that flickered on the bridge of the Reaver-class military intelligence ship were erratic and imprecise. Both things that annoyed Commander-General Cread of the Throne Marines almost as much as losing his quarry.

      “Get this damnable ship functional and now!” the square-jawed, blond commander-general cried out. Around him, the black-and-gold-clad Throne Marines added a new tempo to their movements.

      The Reaver should have been a sleek tooth of a ship, mostly a matte black, with gunmetal strips and the faint glare of blue from its field lights.

      It should have looked like this, and it had when it had first been commissioned and had been born from the shipyards of the Imperial 1. Now, however, a large part of its nose talon was shorn off, still disgorging sparks and venting plasma, despite the many drone-hours gone into fixing it.

      If Commander-General Cread had a sense of humor, he might have thought that was one of the things that inevitably happened when a Secari Big Scout ship threw itself at a throne vessel.

      The Secari were gone, of course, having had their giant saucer pummeled both by the defense missiles of the drone security grid that surrounded the empress’s restricted system of Sol and the Reaver’s own heavy meson missile barrage, rail lasers, and ion weapons—everything that Cread could still get to work, despite the damage that the mollusk-men had done to his beloved flagship.

      At least they’re nothing but ionized space dust now, Cread thought with something approaching the humor that he lacked. It was a savage sort of humor though, one that was more akin to the hissing of snakes, or of the desperate.

      The Reaver had limped through the broken-open shell of the gigantic Sol Defense Grid, following the mysterious Ru’at ship that the Eternal Empress was so afraid of, and which had been the source of the gigantic PK wave the empress had alerted him to.

      They were also at the Spinoza, Cread thought as he forced himself to stop pacing and instead stand still and watch the screens ahead. The progress of the orange, damaged parts of his ship transforming to a healthier green was painfully slow.

      What is wrong with the maintenance drones! he thought irritably, flickering an eye back to the engineering control board with its two senior engineer officers in the ubiquitous Throne Marine part-armor. The bridge of the Reaver had many such senior control boards, one for every major domain of the ship, from defense to logistics, sensors and navigation…

      Cread wondered if he would have to kill those two engineers for their incompetence, and, with some silent gestures of his black gloved hand in his personal data-field, he sent the details of those next in line to his personal simulated intelligence, Ajax. The commander-general knew that Ajax would ascertain if the engineers next in line for the post would be better at their jobs then these two.

      The Ru’at… The commander-general brought his attention back to the conundrum in front of him. The module craft had been there at the Proximian smuggler ship, the very one that was responsible for attempting to smuggle Ilythian Sul’Daar missiles across the warzone to throne space—presumably for some kind of devastating strike against one of the throne military installations?

      And now it came here. He narrowed his eyes on the series of data-scans and images that the sensitive intelligence array of the Reaver had picked up. They showed the three-barrel modular craft in a variety of angles, with projected estimations of its power sources, energy outputs, shields and military hardware.

      “You came here. To Sol.” Cread’s mind started to race, laying the facts next to each other to see if they made any sense, whichever way he turned them.

      No one knew about Sector Zero.

      No one should know about Sector Zero, that was…

      The sector that held Old Earth, and the Eternal Empress’s secret testing facilities. It was down here that the empress had first started experimenting with PK clones. It was down here that she had created a breakaway realm-within-a-realm, with her own personal cadre of Gene Seers to help her in her task.

      And it was here that she held the LOHIU, wasn’t it? Cread narrowed his eyes and blinked.

      The idea that this strange alien ship that had not been seen in the skies and stars of the human reach for over five hundred years had now made an appearance and had come here of all places was too strange. It was heavy with foreboding and of plans coming to fruition that Cread did not know or understand. He didn’t like it.

      And down there on Old Earth is the Eternal Empress’s pride and joy… Cread could feel the thread of the conspiracy. It was coming together, slowly, but without all the pieces that made it make sense.

      The LOHIU. The Localized Human Interface Unit—or the incredibly-gifted human psychic that the Eternal Empress and the Gene Seers had found as a babe, and had since treated with extra gene sequencing and the direct overlay of a simulated intelligence.

      The LOHIU was a living, breathing ansible. She was a thing that could reach further than any throne material or sub-quanta sensor array. She could also transmit energy, data, and PK energy to almost any point in the known universe that the Eternal Empress wanted. Cread had seen—had directed—the dispatch of just a handful of the empress’s PK clones and had watched how they had almost destroyed the capital city of the Ilythian empire, and how they had destroyed Jakka, the Mondrauk home world.

      If a bunch of second or third-generation clones could destroy cities and planets… What could the LOHIU itself do?

      And that Ru’at ship was heading straight for her…

      Cread began to see the shape of his quarry’s plan, or so he assumed: to seize control of the throne’s most precious weapon and turn it against the empress herself.

      “While at the same time keeping us busy with Ilythian apocalypse weapons…” Cread started to nod to himself. That would be what he would do, if he were some treacherous alien and facing a far larger force…

      The LOHIU was powerful.

      Perhaps more powerful than any Sul’Daar missile.

      Cread wondered what he would do with all that power at his fingertips, were he to have a chance to seize it…

      “Commander-General, sir?” One of the senior sensor officers cleared their throat somewhat nervously. “We have urgent alerts coming in from central throne space from Commander-General Darius, sir,” the man said.

      Cread sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. Was his work never done? Why had the Eternal Empress placed that fool of a man, the only other commander-general in existence, in charge of the general war?

      “Well, speak, man!” Cread grumbled wearily.

      “It seems that the Proximians have declared themselves independent, sir…”

      “So?” Cread snapped in frustration. “The fracking republicans have been declaring their independence every generation. Always the same!” he said irritably, although even he knew that the timing was not to be taken lightly, in the middle of a galactic war.

      But still, Cread knew the throne’s response against the small protectorate faction of humanity was always the same. Orbital bombardment of some choice Proximian agricultural world, placing a vast strain on their available food supplies and forcing them to treat with the rest of the Golden Throne again.

      Why the empress doesn’t just send in an occupying force of Marines, I don’t know, Cread started to think. Except he realized he did know. The Eternal Empress had told him herself, some years ago.

      That if the Reach of the Throne is the story of humanity’s victory in the stars, then that story needs its villains, too… Cread remembered thinking that this was an entirely strange, and quite possibly foolishly poetic notion on behalf of the Eternal Empress, herself a barely-living skeleton, and presumably half-mad already, but who was he to argue with her—a supposed living god!?

      “What is Darius asking for?” Cread raised one eyebrow in contempt.

      “Immediate access to the Pillar-of-Empire ships, sir,” the sensor officer stated.

      “Preposterous!” Cread barked a harsh laugh. He would rather pluck his own eyes out than give the other commander-general—nominally the same rank as Cread, but without the careful years of positioning, bargaining, and outright blackmail that had won Cread a lot of the power he now held—complete provenance over the throne’s largest battle-stations.

      Each Pillar-of-Empire was more like a space station than a warship. Each one was a column of gleaming metal, many, many hundreds of meters high, with battle-platforms decorating its length like rings. There were only five of them in total— Well, four now that one was taken out by the Ilythians and the Mondrauks, Cread thought, and another was seriously damaged.

      That left three intact, which were necessary to defend the throne’s territories against any further incursions by the elves, crabs, or goats…

      “Sir, Commander Darius states—"

      “I don’t give a damn what Darius states! My answer is no! I will not give complete autonomy to that man!” Cread burst out, rounding on the officer with the full weight of his agitation and anger over his damaged ship. “The Pillar-of-Empire have their orders, and they will continue to carry them out!”

      There was a moment of silence before the sensor officer nodded and humbly moved one gloved hand through the holo-field.

      
        
        Incoming Data-Packet!

      

      

      Cread’s personal field pinged, and there arrived the data-packet sent to the Reaver courtesy of Commander-General Darius.

      
        
        CODED TRANSMISSION: Alpha-Gold Status.

        BEGIN:

        Proximian Republic declared independence.

        They are supported in their claim by the Red Judges.

      

      

      “WHAT!?” Cread snarled. The Red Judges were a ‘true’ faction of humanity. Well, what Cread had always thought of as a safe Golden Throne faction, anyway. They were a loose collection of colony worlds primarily rocky and mineral-rich, and whose usually stronger gravity meant that the humans known as the Red Judges themselves were generally a full head taller, heavier, and stronger than the throne average.

      The Red Judges were also the main faction responsible for mining and industry in the whole Reach of the Throne.

      They had never rebelled against the Eternal Empress before. They were, in fact, one of the unseen pillars of the empress’s power.

      And if they have come out in support of Proximia, Cread thought, then they aren’t just seeing the childish dreams of a fledgling republic, but instead a play against the command and control of the Reach of the Throne itself—of humanity.

      “Have the Red Judges entered combat yet!?” Cread snapped, already moving to his command chair.

      “Long-range intel scans indicate not, sir.” It took the sensor officer just a few moments to pull up the information by pooling the small packets of military-intel data that was kept in the sub-quanta cloud, available to military intelligence ships such as theirs. “But the Red Judges have dispatched Anchor ships to the Proximian Republic, and spy satellites seem to suggest that they are mustering at their ports and space stations.”

      Cread groaned. This was all that the war needed. The rest of the throne had easily five or six times the numbers as the Red Judges, but the Red Judges also made up a disproportionate amount of those selected to the Throne Marines. They were good fighters, and their insurrection would now call for Red Judge brothers and friends to be facing each other across the battle lines.

      But they are traitors, aren’t they? Cread thought instinctively. He moved his hand to his secure field, finding the security access codes for the Pillar-of-Empire ships.

      But still… There’s no way that the Red Judges and the Proximians can topple Imperial 1, is there? a small, selfish part of Cread thought as his hands hovered over the controls in his personal holo-field.

      Which side did he want to be on if they succeeded? It was clear that the throne already had a lot of enemies.

      But the Mondrauks were now more or less a dead species, Cread thought. They might have various skirmisher warbands, but nowhere near enough to pose a serious threat. The Ilythians were dangerous, but they only had cunning, and advanced technology enough to be a nuisance. The Proximians alone could be squashed with ease. The numbers that the Secari had was far more worrying, strategically.

      But they are all working together. Cread hesitated. And now with the best fighters that the throne itself had to boast.

      Cread’s eyes narrowed as he hesitated in the command. “What’s the status of our field engines? Can we jump?” he asked suddenly.

      One of the two senior engineering officers nodded. “Aye, Commander-General, sir. We can jump.”

      Cread nodded to himself as he came to a decision. “Tell Darius that he has to send me his battle-plan if he wants access to the Pillar-of-Empire,” Cread stated. “And prepare for jump.”

      “As you wish. Coordinates, sir?” the jump officer called out.

      “Old Earth.” Cread nodded, settling into his chair, and felt a little more at ease than he had just a little while ago. He knew Commander-General Darius was the sort of man who followed procedure to the letter. It was one of the many reasons why Cread thought that he should never have been appointed to his position.

      Darius would make a detailed strategic plan, indicating how he would successfully destroy the Red Judges with the Pillar-of-Empire ships.

      Which will take time. Cread looked at the cycling of the field capacitors as the jump engines prepared to fire.

      And by the time Darius was done—and whichever way the throne war against everyone turned out—Commander-General Cread would have direct access to the LOHIU when the dust settled.

      Who could ever underestimate him, Commander-General Cread, ever again?

      “Jump!”
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            Emergency Flight Procedures

          

        

      

    

    
      Sector 0: Earth

      

      The Ru’at module shook and trembled in the fierce burn of entry into Earth’s atmosphere. Viewed from the outside, the barrel-like collection of cylinders had presented the belly of its cylinders to the planet, and there was now a large corona of burning white, green, and orange plasma. The flare of the burning chemicals eclipsed and surrounded the barrel shape, turning the ship into a falling comet, or an avenging angel.

      
        
        >>Outer Shield Output: Maximum…

      

      

      Anders kept a sharp eye on the graph enlarged on the screens that he had requested, indicating outer temperatures and radiation levels. He waited for the jumping bar graph to flare orange, then a deeper, richer orange, jumping a little higher and higher.

      “Ready,” the commander growled, for Patch to nod at the controls.

      The forward screens that should be displaying the surface of Earth showed nothing but the white turmoil of the atmosphere that had cradled and supported a lesser-known genus of primates for tens of thousands of years. Instead of any visible cues to what lay beneath them, there was the holographic data-display of the Port of Helena.

      Anders could see the outlines and vectors of towers picked out in green lines, standing in gridded lanes beside lower, rounder buildings. Sky bridges joined the towers at their higher levels, and the entire port was surrounded by what looked like an immensely-huge defense wall.

      That thing must be hundreds of meters high! Anders blinked. It seemed that the Eternal Empress was as paranoid and jealous of her treasures here on the forbidden, hidden planet of Earth as she was out there on Imperial 1.

      Large green arrows flashed and glowed ahead of them, leading them to what had to be Docking Tower 7.

      The jumping bar graph reached critical, and the corresponding sensor readouts indicated the high amount of radiation and radio-frequency disturbance that every ship entry created.

      That was a small fact about spacecrafts that Anders knew—a very small, unavoidable danger of physics that you just couldn’t get away from if you were trying to throw a manned metal box at the gravity well of a planet.

      “Now!” Anders said.

      
        
        Ru’at Modular Craft Unexpected Hope/Rear Sensor Array…

        >>Narrow-band Transmission/SENT…

      

      

      There was a flash of sending green from Patch’s holo-field, and Anders held his breath as he waited for it to stabilize. There was every chance that it wouldn’t get through, and he only had minutes to make sure that they did it right.

      Blip. Received!

      Suddenly, a warning red light started to flare at the top of the screen.

      
        
        Ru’at Modular Craft Unexpected Hope/Navigation Array…

        >>Warning! Security Access Code Offline…

      

      

      “Now, Dalia! Vent second rear field generator!” Anders said. Dalia’s hand pulled hard on one of the holo-control levers, and her other gloved hand flickered over the control board before her.

      In response, a sudden plume of plasma-fire burst from one of the rear barrel-shapes of the Hope, and the corona of entry elongated and expanded.

      “Stabilizers!” Anders called, and Patch pulled the controls for the now-tumbling ship to swerve.

      “I hope that you’re right about this…” Dalia said through gritted teeth.

      “I do, too,” Anders said, waiting for what he was sure had to happen next as the Unexpected Hope seemingly tumbled out of the sky, straight over the atmosphere above Port Helena.

      “Keep venting the plasma from that field generator,” Anders said. “For as long as possible.” It was, the man knew, the only thing directly protecting them from the scanner sweeps that the simulated intelligence Orestes must surely be performing.

      This was a simple plan—or should have been. It was an old pirate plan, really, and one that Anders had to learn the signs for when he worked in the military police. He had never known that his skills at catching criminals would ever be so instrumental in becoming one.

      The idea was that if your craft did not have the right security codes to dock at a regulated throne port, and you managed to get through the layers of defense satellites or drone security stations to be near enough to the planet’s surface for it to matter anyway, you could feign a crash landing as well as mask your ship’s telemetries as much as possible.

      Anders had seen this trick performed a couple of times with pirate vessels that were either ex-throne stock or were so close to throne vehicles that they might be able to fool direct visuals.

      Almost everything is done by automated scanners and simulated intelligences these days, anyway, the ex-policeman remembered. It had been one of the many bones of contention that he’d with his supposed comrades in the Throne Marines. Entire port facilities had only a skeleton Marine crew supervising what the intelligences had already analyzed nano-seconds ago, and few even bothered to look out of their windows at the ships they were orchestrating out there.

      Well, I hope they don’t look out their windows, anyway…

      The Ru’at modular craft had the mask of the security access codes stolen from the station on Neptune. The chaos of the field energy surrounding them would interfere and corrupt any direct throne scanners…hopefully…

      The Hope was breaking through the layers of ions and magnetic waves that made up Earth’s near-atmosphere, and its burning plasma tail was diminishing and falling. The bar graph that sensed the outer fields of radiation was growing lighter and lighter.

      “Transmit standard throne distress signal!” Anders said, for there to be an agreeing grunt from Patch as his hands moved the glowing shapes into place.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission!

        >>Simulated Docking Intelligence Orestes/ Port Helena…

        >> “Throne Command Vessel, I have lost your telemetries on my readout, but I can track your erratic flight pattern and have received your distress call. Is there hope of remedy?”

      

      

      “Thank the stars,” Anders breathed as the computer Orestes did just as he had hoped it would. To Orestes, he said, “Throne Command Vessel to Orestes, we’re going down! I’m taking her out of Helena airspace!” Anders said, as desperately and frantically as he could.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission!

        >>Simulated Docking Intelligence Orestes/ Port Helena…

        >> “Agreed and confirmed. Available body of water three kilometers northeast, or vegetation-forest adjacent west and northwest.”

      

      

      “Dalia, take her in hard and fast, low northwest…” Anders said. “And don’t be easy on the controls! Keep on venting plasma fields as we go down.”

      The Ilythian hissed. “I am not sure that I particularly like the idea of forcing a crash landing in order to pretend that we’re crash landing, Anders—” she started to stay.

      “Better than a city worth of defense lasers taking us out!” Anders said as the Unexpected Hope started to swerve over the city blocks of Helena and headed for the outer defense walls.

      
        
        Warning! Outer Shields -35%!

      

      

      The mainframe servers of the Ru’at module ship warned, eliciting a growl from Dalia.

      “She’ll hold,” Anders said, although he had to admit that they had already been through a couple of space battles and he had no idea what the self-maintenance facilities of this Ru’at craft were.

      “She’d better—” Dalia was saying as the port city flashed below them.

      It was empty! Anders thought, seeing the gridded streets below and the skybridges between the towers. He only caught a glimpse of what the empress’s secret city held, but his impression was everything laid out in a perfect, symmetrical, mathematical gridwork. Nothing like the flowing, steel-and-green spaces of the outer colony worlds where Anders had grown up.

      And he didn’t see the hordes of personal drone-transports out here, either…

      “Scanners, human life,” Anders asked of the mainframe server as the module shook, throwing plasma from its rear in a burning comet’s tail. Dalia was swerving, fighting the resistant controls as the thrusters of the craft tried to combat the vented plumes of energy that they themselves had ordered.

      
        
        Ru’at Module Unexpected Hope/Scanner Array…

        >>Outer Scans Complete: 204 Genetic Human Specimens Found.

      

      

      “Two hundred and four!?” Anders thought with no small amount of surprise. Port Helena looked to be a city that could accommodate twenty thousand with ease. Where was everybody?

      “Rear thrusters!” Dalia hissed, bringing Anders back to the present. Their turbulent flight had dipped, bringing them between the throne city’s towers, and that meant that they were almost of a level with the outer defense wall, too.

      The wall of steel was rising before them fast, and Dalia was wrestling with the holo-control levers to make sure that the rear thrusters started to tip their nose up.

      
        
        Proximity Warning!

      

      

      The mainframe servers started to sing with alarm as Anders and the others saw the large wall, crested with a wide walkway and gun turrets at its top.

      “More power to rear thrusters!” Anders said urgently. They only had seconds to try and get it right.

      “No can do, boss! You’ve vented all the available plasma!” Patch said in alarm.

      Anders seized his own holo-controls, flickering to life under his hands at the sides of his command chair. He pulled back, adding his own command override to Dalia’s movements.

      The defense wall scraped underneath them, and Anders was sure that they missed it by a matter of centimeters.

      And then they were flashing over the brief open space around the thickened bases on the outside of the walls—tearing over lush, green vegetation.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission!

        >>Simulated Docking Intelligence Orestes/ Port Helena…

        >> “Throne Command Vessel, I am tracking your movement, predicting your site of impact and already dispatching emergency drones…”

      

      

      “Dammit!” Anders really didn’t want to meet a whole squadron of throne drones when they eventually got out of range of Port Helena’s sensors.

      But, right now, there seemed to be nothing more that he could do if he wanted to pretend they were indeed a throne vessel in need of assistance. “Prepare the payload—”

      This was the next part of the commander’s pirate-plan—to wait until they were almost out of near-sensor range of the throne port, and then drop a load of the meson missiles, without navigational control, to create an explosion that would fool the simulated intelligence into assuming they had crashed.

      The only problem was that they might just crash-land anyway…

      The forests underneath them were thick and dense, broken only by fast-flowing rivers or sudden gorges. And the land was rising, too—with the gorges sitting at the bottom of hills, and with the hills rising higher and higher into the skies around them…

      “We haven’t made it yet, policeman!” Dalia said, pointing to where a particularly-deep gorge cut between two lines of forested hills. They were going to smack straight into the cliff-like walls if they weren’t careful.

      Anders pulled on the command levers, opening the aero-foil units on the sides of the craft. The Unexpected Hope turned, but it shook and juddered as it tore at the sky.

      
        
        Warning! Outer Shields -55%!

      

      

      “Come on!” Anders growled, just before the ship completed the maneuver—and now they were flying down the gorge instead, with cream-and-gray rocky walls on either side of them, with falling drifts of lichen, vines, and creepers being burned apart in their wake.

      “Drop the payload!” Anders said as soon as they were out of sight of the now-distant Port Helena. Would it be far enough away to confuse Orestes?

      “Anders…” Dalia said warning, but with just one sharp look, the commander of the Hope made his wishes clear. The Ilythian nodded and pulled the release catch.

      Behind and below them in one of the outer holds of the module craft, lines of long, white wedges were ported into place before their silos, chugging into the shell of the weapons module outside.

      The automated traction system stopped, and the metal seals slammed home and clicked, just as the outer chute of the weapons module opened, and the vacuum and decompression alone tore each of three missiles out into the sky. The shape of their holding chutes dictated that they never smash into each other.

      Normally, the thrusters of each of the meson missiles would already be glowing and firing just an instant after leaving their parent craft, but not so with these three emissaries of disaster.

      They fell, rolling end over end through the vented exhaust of the accelerating Hope, tumbling into the churning white waters of the stream below them—

      KABOOM! There was a sudden flash of light and a deafening explosion as the gorge was torn apart by three missiles designed to be able to take out shielded and armored spacecraft.

      “Uh, Boss!?” Patch was looking alarmed at the forward screens, or one-half of them anyway.

      Both Anders and Dalia were wrestling with the controls of the Hope, trying to navigate the winding gorge. The only luck on their side was that the gorge walls were turning into canyon walls, whose tops were deeply forested, and that the bottom was becoming both wide and flat.

      Perhaps not wide enough, though, Anders realized as he saw the wall of purple and crimson flame racing toward them—the forward inferno-wave of their own dropped missiles.

      “Stars!” Anders swore, pulling hard on the holo-levers to make them rise. He suddenly knew that he should have realized how the gorge would amplify and direct the force of the shockwaves, not contain them.

      Come on, come on, come on—

      It was amazing how resistant and tough holo-controls could be, a small, unhelpful part of Anders thought. Especially as the holo-controls were basically just projected field energy, a mixture of electrons and other particles to create solid sensation, if not actual solid form…

      But the piloting levers were designed to transmit a description of the ship’s performance and resistance directly to the pilot, turning the occupant of the command chairs and ship into one organism, in some ways.

      To Anders, this all meant that it felt like he was trying to pull a tree out of the ground with his bare hands. Were it not for the help of his co-pilot Dalia, he was certain that he would not have managed to lift the nose enough so that they shot over the lip of the canyon wall—

      —and directly into the tree line that waited there for them with solid trunks and open arms. The last thought that flashed through Anders’s mind before everything went black was this:

      Returning home is always difficult.
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        Incoming Transmission!/MOONBASE 1

        >> “Hail to the Empress Eternal. This is Moonbase 1—"

      

      

      The words of the Throne Marine far below Commander-General Cread’s limping and damaged Reaver met them a few moments after the plasma and star-bend faded. Ahead of them on the viewscreen, Cread could see the gray-metal star of the moonbase, the cream-and-gray dome of Earth’s sister itself, and beyond that—

      Old Earth.

      Ugh. Cread always hated coming here. It was a backwater washup of a place, and despite the Eternal Empress’s profound interest in their ancestral home, Commander-General Cread had seen many, much better colony worlds than this one.

      A world that she has left to go wild! Cread thought scornfully. The bits that weren’t scarred by wastelands and old nuke strikes, that was… In the commander-general’s opinion, way too much importance was placed on this planet, as well as way too many imperial credits in the defense satellite grid that surrounded the entire system.

      What nonsense! Cread thought as the words of the moonbase sensor officer prattled on about docking requirements and mission parameters. He was referring to both the earnest, if distracted, officer at the other end of the communication as well as the empress’s apparent ghoulish delight at keeping their old planet as a personal zoo.

      If Cread had his way, he would strip all available personnel and throne infrastructure from this place immediately. Leave it to those stupid freedom fighters, the Outers or whatever they called themselves! In fact, the man let himself gloat for a second. He would strip the ten planets in the system of available resources, and then he would redirect them to much more profitable ventures, ones that were worthy of humanity…

      
        
        >> “…afraid that’s a negative on Port Helena, owing to the docking incident down there. Orestes has put all towers on hold until they find survivors—”

        >> INCOMING TRANSMISSION/General SOL Sector Security Alert/Neptune Transmitter Station…

      

      

      The words of the ineffectual officer returned, breaking into Cread’s gloat.

      “You mean to tell me that a simulated intelligence can’t find me one single tower to dock at!?” Cread growled at the man, before turning his attention to flick a hand through the general security alert.

      
        
        >> Neptune Transmitter Station Condition Offline…

        >>Requesting Nearby Throne Deployments to Investigate and Repair…

      

      

      Neptune was offline. Cread frowned to himself.

      He was here to search for where the Ru’at craft had gone, presuming that it had come straight for the LOHIU, and for Old Earth…

      The Neptune transmitter station was offline…

      The transmitter station that was the early warning system for the rest of the Sol Sector, and Old Earth itself…

      “What did you say!?” Cread suddenly demanded of the moonbase officer.

      
        
        >> “Excuse me, Commander-General, sir?”

      

      

      “I asked you what you said, Marine!” Cread said again, this time using the tone of authority that came with his rank.

      
        
        >> “I’m sorry, Commander-General, sir, but Orestes has put a hold on all docking procedures at Port Helena as he has a craft-down incident which will take a few hours to clean up, from the looks of it.”

      

      

      “On screen,” Cread growled immediately. He was rewarded by an overhead view from one of the near-Earth satellites of the circular metal city of Port Helena, with a large plume of rising black smoke to the northwest of its position.

      
        
        >> “Commander Corsigon’s craft suffered a malfunction and went down northwest of Port Helena’s position, and Orestes is dispatching emergency and repair drones right now.”

      

      

      Northwest of Port Helena was the same direction as the Gene Seer facility, Cread suddenly realized. And how else was an alien craft as odd as the Ru’at module going to make entry to the empress’s most-prized world without a bit of chicanery?

      And then there was that name.

      Corsigon. It was a name that Cread remembered.

      “Tell Orestes to transmit the crash coordinates directly to my ship now,” Cread stated in a hiss as his hands flickered through his holo-controls, activating full-alert stations and priming the Reaver’s armaments.

      “And tell Orestes not to bother sending any emergency and repair drones. Send military ones instead!”
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      “I thought you said it was supposed to be a fake crash-landing, policeman?”

      Anders awoke to the painful burr of Dalia’s accusation in his ears.

      He grunted, putting one hand to his aching head. Everything was dark. He couldn’t see the speaking Ilythian—or anything else, in fact.

      “Sir?” said the voice of Moriarty in his personal field. Okay, so at least I still have my data-node… Anders blinked. Everything was still dark.

      “You, or your vessel anyway, accelerated into an old-growth deciduous woodland, performed two revolutions and one somersault, before the emergency systems of the vessel cut the available thrust, diverted power to inner and outer shields, and you came to a standstill, sir,” Moriarty said unhelpfully. As well as rather uncharitably. “I am working to reboot the mainframe and base-layer energy systems, which is proving…tricky.” This was another word, coming from a conglomeration of algorithms, ones and zeroes, that Anders was alarmed by.

      “The restoration of the Ru’at module’s power is hampered by the fact that several key components, as well as outer hull shield plates in several key places, are now entirely missing,” Moriarty said. This time, the ex-policeman could have sworn that he heard something like irritation in the simulated intelligence’s voice.

      Anders felt the hand of panic squeeze his chest. “Casualties?” He knew that Dalia was alright in some sense, or that she was at least able to be annoyed—which, given Anders’s short time that he had known her, didn’t actually mean anything at all. The Ilythian’s resting state appeared to be annoyed when around humans.

      “None, sir. But you are likely to have some degree of concussion, Mr. McGuire is currently regaining consciousness, young Jake’s condition is stable, and Ms. Dalia is currently in a state of high agitation.”

      “You’re telling me,” Anders mumbled, just as there was a sudden flash of very, very bright light, blinding his eyes.

      “Ahh!” Anders groaned.

      “Grow up,” he heard Dalia say, and then heard the heavy crunch and hiss of the alien form clambering over the remnants and ruins of the command chairs.

      “Patch… See to Patch first,” Anders was saying as his eyes slowly and painfully started to register what Dalia’s light revealed.

      The Ilythian was using a small sort of penlight, presumably one of the many pieces of personal equipment that any Ilythian agent would carry with them for situations just such as this.

      “I already did. And checked Jake. You’re the last on my list,” Dalia said a little cheerfully.

      Gee, thanks… I think… Anders thought.

      “No time for feeling jealous. We have to move,” Dalia said, swinging her light around to indicate the state that the Ru’at craft was in now.

      Which was a mess. There were panels falling from the ceiling, many having lost their white covering and with dirty black scorch marks marring their surface. Strange collections of wires and technological modules splayed and hung like strange, technological vines. Or guts, Anders thought grimly. The command chair that he had been sitting in was still attached to him via the security harness—well, parts of the chair were still attached to him anyway—with the central support base still sticking out of the floor a few meters away. The other, supporting command chairs had suffered similar fates, and the floor-length holo-screens were offline.

      And then a wave of nausea struck at Anders’s belly, and he gritted his teeth to stop the hiss of anxiety and fear that threatened to unman him.

      “No,” he heard Dalia breathe. She turned to face the standing figure at the door that was now an angled aperture.

      “Anders?” said a soft, young voice.

      The Ilythian’s light illuminated the form of their PK, the human teenager Dalia had put into a state of suspended coma, thanks to him channeling the direct force of the Black Sun and nearly tearing their ship apart.

      Jake stood, ghostly pale and moon-eyed in the light, with the tatters of his wrecked service suit wrapped tight around his shoulders. His temples had stopped bleeding where the Archon had forced the youth’s own hands to pluck out the Ru’at PK suppressors, designed to enhance and protect him from baleful influence, but there was still the silvered metals at the youth’s hands and neck.

      “Jake! Are you—” Anders immediately started. Are you about to turn into an evil ancient god-planet-thing? he might have asked, but Jake was already shaking his head.

      “It…the Black Sun…” His voice wavered. “Its attention is elsewhere…” Anders saw the youth’s eyes flicker to Dalia. “And Dalia has given me practices and techniques to keep it out.”

      “Keep remembering.” Dalia nodded seriously, receiving a nervous nod of agreement in return.

      But how long can you keep it out? Anders thought as he managed to find the emergency release for the security harness. He tumbled across the angled floor and awakened a whole new complement of aches, scrapes, and grazes.

      Wonderful.

      “Dalia? Boss?” The second arrival to their scene was Patch, rising in the glow of his own personal light, dabbing at a cut on his temple, looking similarly owlish with worry, but passing them all an exhausted smile. “Any landing where we’ve got all our body parts is a success, right?”
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      “We’re going to have to make the rest of the way on foot,” Anders announced as they finally clambered out of the main hold of the Unexpected Hope, to the sudden scent of tree sap, resin, and the tang of fresh, oxygenated air.

      Stars! Anders thought, rocking to a pause on the lip of the levered-open doorway as the flavors and smells of Old Earth—of Earth—hit him.

      Ahead of the commander was a wall of life. There were the broken, ancient trees that held them, and the rent dirt and rocks that was their ship’s bed, but beyond that was the rest of the forest. Deeper stands and the gathering, cossetting darkness of trees, boulders, leaves, and moss.

      Anders had walked in many forests in his time, and most of them even had the genetically-recreated offspring of the mixed oaks, birches, pines and thorn trees that he now saw here.

      But Anders at once felt that all of that was a distant mockery. There was something right about this scene, this place, this symphony of evolution and diversity that made sense to the animal part of Anders’s psyche.

      “Policeman.” Dalia was already moving past him, hopping to the rent ground and turning to gesture him after her. The tone in her voice was clear. They had no time for sentimentality, even here.

      “Sir? The Gene Seer facility is approximately thirty kilometers due north by northwest of your current position,” Moriarty informed him.

      Thirty kilometers. It would take more than a day to get there. Anders nodded. If they kept at a steady march and moved through the night, they might make it tomorrow morning sometime.

      Anders sprang from the Ru’at craft, and his feet hit his ancestral home with a heavy judder. Patch came next, clambering down after him and stopping to breathe the scents, before quickly becoming distracted by the state of their torn-open Ru’at ship.

      He is a Void engineer, after all… Anders had to think. Patch’s faction of humanity willingly took themselves off to live in deep-space stations at the very edge of the galaxy, preferring to plumb the mysteries of the between-stars than any terrestrial wonder.

      Jake came last, with Anders helping the thin, exhausted, and clearly suffering psychic down, very carefully not allowing any of his own skin to touch the psychic’s bare hands. Anders knew from previous experience that that would elicit an immediate psychic connection. Jake was like the Ilythians in that regard, but was far, far stronger.

      “That way.” Anders nodded in the direction as Moriarty dispatched a faintly-glowing green vector line in Anders’s personal field. Anders, Patch, and Dalia still had their gifted Outcast power suits on, which could have displayed the information, but none of them had closed their visors yet.

      Which was probably why none of their group had any early warning when the first of the drones screamed overhead.
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      “Get to cover!” Anders shouted immediately as the small, white-and-gold spheres swerved above their crashed ship and turned high over the forest.

      They have done their initial sensor sweep. Now they know who we are…

      “But—” Patch was panting as he ran and clambered up the ridge of dirt toward the rent tree line. “—don’t they think we’re throne citizens? They’ll only try to give us electrolytes and patch up our wounds, boss.”

      The engineer was proved wrong when the first pulse of plasma bolts hit the dirt around them.

      “Defend yourselves!” Anders shouted, throwing both himself and Jake to the edge of the rill of rent earth as he raised his heavy blaster.

      He had to fire one-handed, with the other around the PK’s shoulder, so he fired a burst of three glowing pink meson bolts into the skies at the nearest of the approaching security drones.

      And they were security drones, Anders saw. He would recognize them anywhere, with their slightly-elongated nose and their weapons ports glowing a deep ruddy color.

      And, of course, the fact that they were firing at them.

      There was a burst of glittering blue field energy as one of the drones was struck twice by Anders’s salvo, with the first blast breaking the thing’s field-generated shield, and the second shot turning it into a ball of slag and burning metals.

      But there were still others up there, and they were firing back.

      Anders felt dirt cover him as he tried to fling both himself and Jake out of the way, only in time by a fraction of a second as the dirt that they had been sheltering beside exploded.

      “Ugh!” Jake hit the ground awkwardly, rolling away from Anders’s grasp.

      But there was still no time for Anders to reach out and grab the PK. He heard the scream of the overhead drones getting louder, and he thumped himself onto his back, raising his rifle.

      There was a drone growing larger, straight ahead of him.

      The forward weapons port was already glowing a deep, burning red.

      Anders’s heart stopped. He was trying to pull the trigger as fast as he dared.

      He swore that he could see the minute cycling of the weapons port as it revolved faster and faster, the indicator that it was firing now.

      Anders’s hand depressed the trigger, and he felt the kick as the meson blast erupted from the end of the Outcast heavy rifle and leapt towards the drone.

      There was a blinding flash of light and a peal of an explosion as the drone burst apart, showering him and Jake with burning metal parts.

      Jake shouted, turning and stumbling toward the trees as Anders saw smoke rising from the teenager’s ragged service suit.

      “Jake!” How bad was he hurt? Was it too bad? Had he been struck by shrapnel?

      Anders’s concern was met by the wasp-like zaps of more meson blasts as Dalia, who had already won the trees, was already taking aim and firing quick, deadly shots at the wheeling flock of drones heading their way. Another burst of fire gave Patch the cover he needed to dive under the trees, and Jake was just a little ways away.

      “Hey, you frackers!” Anders shouted, keeping his rifle on burst fire as he twisted to fire heedlessly into the cloud up there. There had to be seven or eight, easily, and it would only take one lucky drone to kill any of them.

      Anders fired a burst, then threw himself over the edge of the dirt embankment formed by their own crashing craft as Dalia fired a burst too. Anders rolled forward, popping back up to fire again. Without even speaking, the Ilythian and the human were working in tandem, each one trying to keep the small flock of the security drones occupied until Jake was safe.

      Because he is the key, Anders thought as he fired another burst, managing to take down another one of the swooping, strafing drones this time. Jake and the LOHIU have to save the galaxy. It was only them that mattered.

      FZZT! Anders was suddenly lifted off his feet as something like a lightning bolt caught his shoulder and sent him spinning backward. He didn’t remember hitting the dirt, because the pain of the glancing meson blast—as peripheral as it was—was like a ringing, clamoring bell that wiped out every other sensation and thought.

      “Anders!” he heard someone shouting. Dalia, he recognized.

      So she does care if I’m dead or not, a part of him thought, while the rest of him screamed in agony. But everything was dark.

      Am I already dead?

      No.

      He suddenly started coughing and choking on dirt, realizing that he was face-down. He attempted to push himself over, but his left arm oddly wouldn’t work at all.

      Huh?

      “Anders! Move it!” There were alien hands seizing him and throwing him to one side, and Anders saw that it was the beautiful face of the Ilythian, only now her expression was one that was wrought with worry as she looked at his shoulder.

      “It can’t be that bad—” He started to feel lightheaded and turned to look at himself.

      His Outcast power suit had taken much of the blast, apparently, as his left shoulder was now scorched and blackened. And smoking. Something was hissing and sparking from the gap between his shoulder plate and his upper arm, and he could smell burned meat.

      Oh. That’s me, isn’t it? Anders blinked. Even only a glancing shot from a drone’s meson blaster was enough to go through someone. Anders knew that he had only been caught a glancing blow, and that his armor had absorbed the vast majority of it, but it still left him with a shoulder that probably had fourth-degree burns.

      “Get up! Get up!” Dalia was hissing, trying to pick him up under the arms, as Anders hissed with pain, turning his head away from the agony, toward the fresh air and the skies of Earth.

      And the shape of a burning bruise in Earth’s atmosphere.

      The unmistakable shape of a ship making a fast entry.

      And, as the burning corona of heat and light started to clear, and the clouds of the thing’s disturbance started to lighten, Anders saw the ship for what it was.

      Commander-General Cread’s Reaver.

      “Oh Itul!” Anders heard Dalia whisper in horror as she fell to the dirt beside him.

      The sight of the Reaver, coming straight for them, was too much. They had no hope of outrunning it. No hope of outgunning it. They were outmatched in every way. The Reaver would have enough firepower to destroy this entire hillside at any time. It also had sensors that could track them if they tried to run, and undoubtedly had already detected them anyway.

      The security drones were rising from the battle, apparently receiving command codes to do so. Probably by Cread himself! Anders thought.

      The commander-general was planning to savor his victory, it appeared.

      “We can still make it to the trees…” Dalia whispered. Even her Outcast Marine rifle fell limp in her hands to the wet dirt between them.

      “No.” Anders shook his head. Somehow, the sight of an entire military craft coming for them was enough to clear his mind of most of the pain. “We’ll only slow them down,” Anders said, and they knew immediately who he meant by ‘them.’

      Jake and Patch. Anders nodded to the watching Ilythian’s eyes. They had a chance to get away, perhaps… If Jake could use his PK powers and not kill everyone, that was.

      “If Cread is caught up in chasing us,” Anders said through his teeth, gritted against the pain, “then maybe they have a chance…”

      He saw the expression on her face settle suddenly into one of calm repose. The Reaver was getting large now, so large that Anders could see its ruined nose and its gleaming gun ports. Its field thrusters were also deafening.

      But Dalia had appeared to resolve herself into complete calm as she nodded and took Anders’s unruined hand in her own. “I can teach you the basics of pain control,” she said, and Anders knew that she wasn’t just talking about the current pain of his shoulder, but also the pain that was to come when they were interrogated.

      Anders nodded and squeezed her hand. There was no question of either of them backing out now…

      “NO!” Suddenly, there was a terrible, mortal cry of anguish and rage from the trees, a cry that Anders immediately recognized as belonging to Jake.

      “Jake! What are you doing!?” Anders swiveled to look up and see that both the teenager and, a little way behind him the Voider, were marching back down the rent lines of earth toward them, away from the tree line, and away from any possible escape.

      “Jake, no! Get away!” Dalia called as the Reaver started to slow its descent and swivel in place, hovering just a few hundred meters or so above them.

      “No!” Jake said, and his voice sounded strange, booming and yet muffled at the same time, as if spoken through a tube. There were tears streaming down the psychic’s face, and his hands were clenched at his sides into rictus claws.

      “Jake, please—” Anders tried desperately.

      “I won’t see my friends hurt and injured for me anymore. I won’t see them throw their lives away for me anymore!” The frail form of the psychic shook with the passion and effort of every word that he spoke. Anders could see his shoulders trembling with rage as he spat. “If the throne wants me, they can come and get me!” he hissed, and Anders felt that animal kick to his guts as a physical wave of nausea and ache rolled over him, coming from the PK.

      “Dear stars!” was all that Anders had the strength to moan as terrible emotions shook his belly and his head pounded with a headache so powerful, he thought that the blood vessels might burst in his temples.

      “No!” Jake was shouting, his voice starting to rise louder and louder.

      “No!” And now it was Jake’s body that was starting to rise, his feet lifting from the surface of the earth floor as a strange, eerie wind started to howl around him. Patch, a little way behind, gasped as he was thrown down, and Anders and Dalia clutched at each other in the psychic onslaught.

      “Jake, hold on,” Anders begged, his voice managing a whisper and no more as he reached toward the floating teenager.

      Jake’s eyes were now obsidian black.

      And Jake, once designated only as J-14, was raising his hands toward the slowly descending Reaver, just as he had raised them to an entire defense grid of throne satellites.

      There was a flash of pink and crimson light as the commander-general on board the Reaver must have seen what the youth was trying to do and known of the boy’s incredible power. Anders hissed as the ground shook with the thunder of the sonic boom as meson missiles were fired, almost point-blank.

      “NO!” Jake snarled, flinging his hands wide. The meson missiles were suddenly batted by waves of invisible force high into the air on either side of them, probably kilometers away.

      Anders and Dalia could feel the reverberations of the explosions through the earth, and then felt the hot winds a few seconds later. When Anders lifted his head, he saw that the near and far skyline to their south and east was ringed with plumes of fire and black smoke.

      Jake had turned this part of Earth into a hellscape.

      “NO!” Jake said one more time, and this time, he grabbed the air before him, making terrible rending and pulling movements before flinging his hands away.

      And up there, in the answering skies overhead, there came the sound of rending metal as the commander-general’s flagship, his pride and joy, was plucked from Earth’s air as easily as a child’s toy, crumpled, and flung to the horizon as easily as Jake had thrown the meson missiles.

      The sound of the exploding Reaver came later, and the tremors in the ground were fewer but more insistent. Anders wondered how far the psychic had actually thrown the commander-general.

      “Come on,” a voice that was and was not Jake said heavily. When Anders and Dalia looked up, he could see that the psychic had left the air and once again walked on the ground, but he was marching ahead of them, north-northwest, toward the LOHIU.

      Jake was not looking back, and neither was he pausing for his injured comrades as they stumbled, panicked and gasping, to their feet and hurried after him.
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      I: Old Earth, New Rage

      

      Sector 0, Sol

      

      Anders walked on his home soil of Earth for the first time in his life, but his heart was filled with trepidation.

      It wasn’t just that Old Earth was occupied territory—humanity’s home had been kept a secret from the rest of the humans in the galactic empire of the Eternal Empress, the Golden Throne. It wasn’t just all that the occupation entailed—the security and surveillance drones that would doubtless be scanning the landscape soon for signs of the four rebels trudging their way across the planet’s surface. Or the fact that they were attempting to get to the most-protected facility of the strange cult of bioengineers known as the Gene Seers, there to liberate a being who might be able to save them all...

      It wasn’t just those things, but they didn’t help. Anders clenched his teeth, but he endeavored to keep his own counsel.

      It was also the nausea in Anders’s chest that rose and fell with every step, in keeping with how near he moved to the youngest of their group, the human psychic who had once only been known as J-14, but whom Anders himself had called Jake.

      The shaggy-haired, pale youth walked silently at the head of their small column, barely appearing to notice the dense old-growth forests around them, or the sudden worry of birds exploding from the undergrowth, who had apparently been well-trained in the knowledge that humans were a bad idea.

      Perhaps we are, Anders thought dismally, as he could still smell the smoke of the downed missiles that Jake had cast about them…

      The psychic had been protecting them, of course, and the ex-policeman knew that he was lucky to have such a powerful psychic on his side—perhaps the most powerful psychic that the Golden Throne had ever discovered, save the LOHIU they were going to rescue, of course. But there was something that was...dangerous about Jake too, Anders knew. An anger was housed in him that could destroy entire starships when roused, and a power that was at least in-part channeled from the ancient god-being known as the Archon—the creature that was trying to dominate all sentient life from afar.

      What if we lose him? Anders thought as he looked at Jake’s back. And of course, he meant losing him to the other side, to the complete puppet-like control of the Archon…

      But Anders wrenched his attention away from his worries and tried to focus on what was around him. He was on the Earth, whose ancient trees with their gnarled bark looked as though they had stood for centuries. There was even a quality to the breeze that was refreshing, when he allowed himself to concentrate on it.

      What had Dalia called it? he asked himself, spying the way that the elf-like alien moved lightly from giant roof to leaf litter and back around another of the ancient trees, moving with a grace that made it seem like this was her home planet, too.

      Hiraeth-something, or something-Hiraeth, Anders recalled. A sense of genetic belonging to a place that was pregnant in the memories of every species…

      There was a movement ahead of him, and when Anders blinked, he saw that Jake had paused in his silent march and was looking back at him sharply. Almost as if he had heard what Anders was thinking...

      “Boss…” the words of the fourth of their number cut through Anders’s worry, and Anders turned to regard Patch McGuire, the human Void engineer. His people spent their lives out at the very edge of the galaxy, pondering the abyss and the mysterious forces between the stars, but right now, it appeared as though Patch was deeply concerned with the solid stuff beneath his feet.

      “Look…” He was kicking at the leaf litter and soil that was adrift between the roots.

      To reveal the blocky edge of a slab of concrete, and then—

      Patch kicked away a little bit more at the circle of something he had found, revealing what looked eerily like a manhole cover.

      “Hm…” His interest piqued, Anders moved to look, seeing that what he had taken to be humps of moss and forest boulders were similarly obscuring blocks and slabs. “Paving slabs?” Anders wondered, lifting his eyes to the forest.

      He saw it: the way that smaller lines of trees appeared to grow along straight-line vectors here and there, beside great, lichen-covered and overgrown blocks that could easily have been fallen masonry.

      “There used to be a city here,” Anders said, in awe at the sense of time that he was moving through.

      A city. An actual Earth city, from a time before the Eternal Empress…

      Schkt! There was a subtle noise, too sharp to be a cracked stick or crunched leaf. It was only the fact that Anders—and the others—were still wearing their borrowed Outcast power suits allowed him to pick it up.

      “Moriarty,” Anders hissed quickly, turning in what he thought was the direction of the noise.

      “Sir, movement detected on your three o’clock, ground level,” the smooth, cultured, precise tones of the simulated intelligence that lived inside Anders’s data-node sounded from his suit sensors.

      “Isolate,” Anders breathed. Blue light flushed over his visor, with the blue congregating at places where movement was occurring—a deeper blue for the more aggravated of motions and a lighter blue for the softer.

      Ah, Anders thought. I’m in a forest. There was a lot of blue, everywhere, but when he looked, one of the strongest lines of blue was stretched low to the ground, near where Patch had been kicking away at the sod.

      “Tripwire!” Dalia breathed, just before there was another sound.

      Schnkt! It came from behind them, followed by a short, sharp—

      “Urk!” Jake was suddenly hauled into the air, dangling from his feet.

      “Weapons down!” shouted a voice as figures leapt from the undergrowth further out in the trees and, surprisingly, from the ground beneath their feet.

      They were humans, but they wore strange, cobbled-together garb—bits of service suits fixed together with heavy canvas buckles and straps, which Anders was sure came from ship or industrial cargo bags. In their hands, they were holding up long laser rifles, more akin to the sort that Anders would have licensed for hunting back when he had been a police officer, and not for battle.

      Single shot, Anders thought, already throwing himself to one side as Jake growled and grunted, thrashing between the trees.

      “Shut them up!” Anders heard someone shout, just as there was a flare of laser fire.

      “Sir.” Moriarty’s voice was insistent.

      “Not now!” Anders rolled across the ground, bouncing up to his feet.

      PHZT! There was another flash of purple-red meson light, and he saw Patch lifted bodily from the ground and sent flying backward into the undergrowth.

      “Patch!”

      “Sir!” Moriarty tried to get his attention as Anders was already swinging his heavy Outcast Marine rifle around, its auto-targeting computer linked up to his own visor’s holographic HUD.

      

      Marine Heavy Meson Rifle/Single Shot/Burst Shot/Stun…

      >>Target Acquired…

      >>Human…

      >>32 degrees right…

      

      “Sir!” the voice of the simulated intelligence said once more as Anders’s red targeting vector closed on the human’s leg. He fired.

      “Ach!” The man fell over.

      “Take them out!” He heard another of them shout, just as two were closing on Dalia from either side. They were too close for the Ilythian to lower her own rifle at them, but that didn’t mean she was in any way defenseless. Anders saw her turn to hook a heel in a spinning back-kick across one of her attacker’s faces, sending him spinning through the air. When her feet returned to earth, she continued her spin to slam into the other attacker with her shoulder, seizing his rifle-arm and performing a complicated series of hand movements that resulted in the man losing the rifle and dropping to the floor, nursing his injured hand.

      Anders twisted on his hip to take aim at another of the charging attackers.

      PHZT!

      

      Warning! Suit Impact! Rear Plate -15%

      

      He was suddenly thrown forward into the dirt by a blast from one of the other rifles, but it wasn’t powerful enough to even cause him a bruise, Anders thought with a savage sense of rising victory. They might be heavily outnumbered, but Anders knew that at least he and Dalia had the better training, weapons, and armor as well.

      We can finish these schlubs, he thought as he rolled away from another blast of purple-crimson energy, exploding the leaves and the earth where he had been.

      “Sir, they’re firing stun shots!” Moriarty managed to break into Anders’s awareness, just as he completed his roll and brought his rifle up.

      “What?” Anders hissed.

      “I tried to tell you, sir. They’re firing stun shots. Your attackers are humans with no Throne ID, and who have their rifles set to stun,” Moriarty said.

      Anders froze, with one of the attackers skidding to a halt a few meters in front of him upon seeing Anders’s lowered rifle, which was much larger and apparently more deadly than the puny hunting rifle the man had.

      “I wouldn’t,” Anders growled.

      “Akh!” Just then, there was a snarl and a wash of uncomfortable, teeth-clacking PK energy as Jake’s ire erupted.

      Oh no... Anders thought as a strange wind started to blow through the clearing, making the leaves on the trees start to flutter and crinkle, and the limbs shake.

      “Who did this!?” Jake was shouting, his voice strangely double-layered with spectral energies as his eyes rolled into deep black orbs.

      No, no, no… Anders thought, starting to rise, forgetting his personal attacker in favor of stopping Jake from what he could do. “Jake!” Anders held out a hand as Jake rose from the ground, still with the piece of monofilament wire attached to his ankle that had trapped him. All of the wind was flowing away from him, Anders saw, in a rising gale that was fast becoming a mighty hurricane. He could see sticks and branches starting to bend backward, with much of the smaller tree-stuff breaking apart entirely.

      “Hell!” Anders heard the human attacker beside him say before leaping to the forest floor, where he promptly disappeared.

      What!? No. He hadn’t vanished, Anders saw in a moment. There was another of those manholes there, hidden by the moss, and through which the attacker had escaped, leaving his rifle behind.

      There were other, sudden movements as the attackers—even the wounded ones—around the crew of the Unexpected Hope dove for various secret tunnels and chutes in the forest floor.

      And still, Jake’s anger poured out toward them.

      “Why are you hurting me!? What have I ever done to you!?” he was shouting, and suddenly a section of the forest floor—a spot where there had been one of the open manholes—exploded upwards into earth, leaves, and lumps of concrete. As there was no answering wail or cry from the earth below, Anders rather hoped that the man inside had gotten away.

      Hope? He growled in frustration. Why was he feeling ashamed of Jake’s actions?

      Probably because I know Jake could kill them all—or whatever works through Jake could… Anders shook his head and turned back to the PK youth.

      “Jake, it’s okay. They’ve gone. You scared them away…” Anders was trying to say, making small, placating gestures toward the young man.

      “What did you say!?” Jake’s head snapped in his direction, and to Anders, it felt like he had been hit by the necro-war machine, Commander Malady, as he was flung backward through the forest.

      WHUMP!

      

      Warning! Suit Impact! Rear plate -20%

      >>Initiating Self-Repair Procedures…

      

      “Jake! Remember, please!” Anders groaned as he struggled to push himself back up from the ground, to see that the glade that they had been ambushed in was now the scene of a hurricane, with Jake in its center and Dalia struggling toward him across the floor, holding up her hand toward him. There was a mighty CREEACK as one of the larger boughs of the thrashing trees suddenly snapped, tearing from its trunk and winging through the forest.

      “Jake, remember those exercises I taught you?” Dalia shouted up at the irate, out of control psychic. “You are yourself, Jake. Through and past all of this. Every emotion, every anger, every fear—you remain yourself!”

      The youth half-growled, half-coughed as he shook his head, and the vortex of wind only increased around them. Another explosion boomed as this time, an entire tree trunk was shattered into a whirl of wood splinters.

      “Jake, please remember!” Dalia yelled as the youth wrestled with the titanic forces inside his soul, “I am here, Jake. I won’t leave you.”

      Anders watched as the PK gave an odd little moan and another cough as he hung his head in shame. The vortex of eldritch wind turned into a gale, and then into a stiff breeze. The tree branches and limbs that were careening and smashing back and forth eased and gentled, dropping vast amounts of leaves and twigs as they did so, until finally they settled into silence.

      Jake heaved a deep sigh as he folded to his knees, and Anders saw Dalia running to put her long alien arms around him in a fierce embrace. The ex-policeman cautiously got to his feet, looking at the sight as he saw Patch doing the same, a little further away from him. They both looked warily and owlishly at each other, and, even though Anders was too honorable to say it, he knew what both of them were thinking…

      How, under the stars, are we ever going to be able to finish our mission with Jake like this!?

      Perhaps it was lucky, then, that no one had time to consider such questions as Moriarty’s voice awoke in Anders’s ear:

      “Sir, I’m picking up chatter from the nearest throne satellites. This burst of PK energy has been noted, and the nearest Throne Marine squad has been alerted.”

      “Wonderful,” Anders groaned, picking up his feet. And his rifle.
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      II: The Hunt

      

      “There’s a gulley forward of your position, half a klick,” Moriarty breathed into Anders’s ears, using the long-range field scanners that the Outcast power suit had built in.

      This was good news, at least, Anders thought as he saw another bright crimson flare erupt into the skies behind them and off to their right. That was the third of such flares. One was behind and far to the left—the south?—of them, and the next was almost dead center behind.

      “They’re about a klick out,” Anders said over the suit-to-suit communicator to Dalia, Patch, and Jake, following his point.

      The night was drawing in, and it seemed that night fell faster on Old Earth than what Anders was used to back home on Hectamon 7. The skies had turned a dirty pink, and then had quickly dropped into deepening shades of mauve and purple. The forest about them gathered the gloom under its branches, but still, Anders had seen the strange humps and blocky shapes out there on the edge of the gloom—the ruins of whatever cityscape or Old Earth town this had once been.

      “The flares started at dusk,” Anders breathed over the suit communicator, more thinking aloud than feeling any need to report. He remembered the old search-and-destroy missions that he had been given as a trainee Marine himself.

      “Those flares are positioning markers,” he admitted. “They fire them at what they think is the limit of the prey’s range, hoping to funnel the chase.”

      “The hunt,” he heard Patch clarify dolefully behind him, and the young engineer was right. They weren’t being chased; they were being hunted.

      But if we can get to the north-south gulley, Anders was thinking, then they might be able to start tracking south, out of the expected range. They could elude the hunters almost entirely.

      “What about their scanners?” Dalia murmured, her voice sounding heavy as she had one hand around the weakened Jake. Every explosion of the PK power did this to him. Even whatever strange cyborg circuits that the Ru’at had implanted into him, and whatever meditative trick that Dalia had taught him, still weren’t enough to temper the forces that coursed through his soul.

      “We’re still broadcasting the hacked Throne Marine access codes, sir,” Moriarty explained, and Anders relayed the information to the others. “They are the ones that we used to enter Earth space initially, which means that your suit IDs don’t register on their long-range telemetries, but your heat, bio, noise, and movement will, if they get within one hundred meters.”

      “Great,” Patch grumbled.

      “All we gotta do is stay ahead of them,” Anders said, before murmuring to Moriarty. “How far is the Gene Seer facility?”

      “My deep-field registers high radiation, as well as field and electro-wave energy, at five-point-two klicks, sir. Enough to be a permanent installation.”

      “On me.” Anders nodded as another flare shot into the air behind them, but this time, it arched high over the forest canopy, turning into a whine as it crossed through the evening skies. It released a plume of crimson, flaring light backward…

      And the whine of motors.

      “Oh, frack it!” Anders swore.

      “What!? What is it?” Dalia was the first to respond, as the whining sound of motors revealed themselves to be small, silver shapes falling into the forest around them.

      “They’ve dispatched seeker drones! We need to find cover. Move!” Anders shouted, suddenly bounding into a run over the humped earth and roots. The ground ahead started to fall in a steep decline, with trees erratically clutching at the embankments and exposed concrete blocks.

      The gulley, Anders thought, seeing how the ground swept down to a wide, curving sweep of a valley floor—perhaps even a dried-up riverbed, with its far side a much steeper cliff, mounded with vines and creepers.

      And, at the far end of the gulley, there appeared to be an arched tunnel opening.

      Anders’s feet skidded and slipped as he ran, with the other three breaking into a run behind him as the whine of the seeker drones whizzed and spat through the forest behind.

      “They’ll broadcast our location when they find us,” Anders gasped as he had to kick out into a jump to avoid tripping, then back into a slide that scattered earth and leaves and the lower layer of gravel beneath it.

      Gravel? a part of Anders’s mind thought.

      He could hear the grunts and gasps of the others as they followed him down the slope, with Dalia losing her usual cat-like grace as she tried to keep the shivering, barely-conscious Jake on his feet. It was too slow a process, Anders realized as his boots crunched onto the ground, spraying more of the gravel and hitting something solid, half-exposed at the bottom of the gulley.

      A long and thin ribbon of metal, a line that was one of a pair, perfectly equidistant to each other at the gulley’s floor.

      A tramway? Anders thought, just as he heard a shout of alarm and the sudden whirr of one of the seeker drones as it crested the rise above them.

      Dammit! Anders snarled, seeing the small lozenge of steel on its tiny thrusters soar across the roof of the gulley before performing a wide turn into the gulley toward him.

      “Weapon ready!” Anders snapped, one knee hitting the ground as he raised his heavy rifle and took aim at the thing. If he could destroy it before it managed to broadcast their position…

      PHZT! Anders fired the rifle, for a perfect bead of crimson-purple light to shoot outward at the screaming slab of metal, striking it near-perfectly, and causing it to petal into a floret of flames and burning metal.

      But no sooner had Anders shot down one over the heads of the scrambling, lurching Dalia and Jake when another two appeared, clearly drawn by the explosion of the first.

      Anders saw Jake look up sharply in fear, and Dalia hissed, “Breathe, Jake, breathe!”

      “They have your location, sir,” Moriarty informed him, which was a tad too late Anders thought, as he saw one of the racing drones spin in the air, releasing two needles of micro-missiles. It seemed that these little drones weren’t just tasked for surveillance but offense, too.

      “Frack!” Anders threw himself to one side as one of the micro-missiles slammed home onto the rails he had been kneeling over. He kept on rolling, pushing himself up into a leap as the second one exploded beside him.

      

      Warning! Suit Impact! Right Leg Plate -15%

      

      Patch had managed to slide to the gulley floor and was now copying Anders, firing a salvo of shots at the drones as they whizzed past. It took two salvos of flaring meson fire before Patch managed to catch one of the drones, sending its flaming, impaired body to the forest floor. The other had fled into a wide, high barrel-roll before arcing down out of the sky, straight for them, and releasing its micro-missiles as it did so.

      “Into the tunnel!” Anders called, already taking aim to fire bursts up at it as—

      FLASH!

      Another of the crimson flares erupted over their position, high in the night sky and slowly dropping, casting them all into a deep, ruddy, hellish glow.

      They’ve isolated us, Anders thought as the ground in front of him exploded with one of the micro-missiles, while he saw the flicker in the air as the other swept straight past him.

      WHAM! It exploded a meter out from Dalia and Jake after Jake had extended his palm straight at it. Anders saw a brief moment of the flames unfurling over an invisible dome like a field-generated shield in front of Jake and Dalia, without one tongue of fire reaching them.

      Keep it together, Jake, please! Anders thought in panic as he took aim to shoot the last drone out of the sky.

      Not that it helped, because that was when the hunting Throne Marines started bombarding their location…

      “Into the tunnel! Get under cover!” Anders shouted, pushing Patch ahead of him as the gulley rise blew outwards with the thunderous strike of some ballista or launcher.

      Anders heard the whine through the air just before there was another, corresponding plume of dirt, tree, gravel, and rock as the opposing cliff of the gulley blew apart with a world-shaking crack.

      Dalia and Jake were the slowest, and Anders leapt forward as stone and dirt fell all around him to put one arm under Jake’s other and turn back to haul them toward the tunnel.

      PHOOOM! The ground shook and rose behind them, sending them all barreling into the dirt as the wave of heat blew over all of them.

      They scrambled, Anders seizing Jake and hauling him to his feet as the Marines relied on battlefield weapons to do their work for them.

      The arched tunnel entrance was just a little way ahead of them, and Anders pushed with every fiber of his being.

      “Incoming, sir!” Moriarty said, a little unhelpfully in Anders’s opinion.

      Anders heard the whine overhead, and he, Dalia, and Jake jumped.

      They fell into darkness just as the ground shook, and fire and rock flew over them all. Anders lost his grip on Jake as he rolled and was thrown deeper into the tunnel, the ground shaking and groaning all around him. Dust was everywhere, completely covering his suit visor in a thick layer. The noise of the explosion was abruptly cancelled by the suit’s sensors, plunging Anders into the dark.

      “Moriarty, report!” Anders breathed. He was finally still, and only the lights of his suit revealed that he, and the others, were in a wide, semi-circular tunnel.

      “Everyone alright?” Anders breathed. He could feel some aches and bruises about him, but he didn’t think that anything had been broken.

      “Okay,” Dalia returned.

      “Hmph,” groaned Jake.

      “Ugh. Alive. Just.” Patch’s voice was the most annoyed of all.

      “Sir? Your report is as follows: you are in a tunnel with one end collapsed, after the Throne Marines dropped a tactical explosive on your location,” Moriarty informed him.
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      Interlude I: The Improved Cread

      

      “Imbeciles!” hissed Commander-General Cread, although there was no one to bear the brunt of his ire. The attendant Throne Marine physicians had already beat a hasty retreat from the medical bay that housed quite possibly the second most powerful man under the entire Reach of the Golden Throne.

      Well, Cread was one of three such people directly under the Eternal Empress, including the other commander-general, Darius, and Architrex Vasad Aug’Osa, the Primarch of the Gene Seers. The Herald of the Eternal Empress didn’t count of course, because that strange being was only a computer program—albeit a very physical one.

      Of the three men at the heart of humanity’s empire, it was perhaps Cread who was known to be the most vengeful, the most vindictive, and the most likely to take out any of his frustrations—personal or professional—on anyone around him. Throne loyal or not.

      Which was why the physicians and healers of the Throne Marines had vanished from the medical facility at the top of a tower in Port Helena, Old Earth, and instead had left the man to wake up inside his own iso-unit.

      I’ll have their jobs. And their heads… Cread was thinking—a little groggily, it had to be said—as he realized that the misty view in front of him was actually due to the heavy crystal-glass plate of the coffin-like box that they had put him in, before abandoning him here like a piece of meat.

      Cowards. That was the problem with the Old Earth Marines, Cread believed. They were all cowards. They didn’t have the rigors of interstellar warfare and conflict and policing to toughen them. They weren’t sent on three-year-long training expeditions to the ice worlds of Beta-Lagini, for instance, or the dangerous mineral-capture of the molten fire worlds of Sapho.

      Yes, he did have to admit that the Throne Marines stationed here in the ‘secret sector’ of the Eternal Empress’s empire had to put up with a guerilla insurgency—those would-be Marines who called themselves the Outcasts, led by some ancient man-robot thing ‘Commander Malady,’ and there were of course the indigenous human populations who had never seemed to learn what was good for them. But none of that was a challenge for a true Marine.

      Which is why they let Corsigon and his heretic crew escape, Cread thought sourly, struggling to wake up his limbs in the medical sarcophagus. His arms and legs felt heavy after the crash, and he presumed that they had flooded his system with tranquilizers.

      Idiots, imbeciles, and cowards... Cread settled for. That about summed up the Old Earth lot. But perhaps the one good thing was that he was here now. And he could start to put things right.

      Like the LOHIU. Cread managed a very small, private grin. He allowed himself this small gesture of self-satisfaction, at least. The LOHIU—or Local Object Human Interface Unit, as it was more accurately known—was perhaps the very reason why Old Earth was kept on as a throne colony at all. A place to house her. It.

      A psychic human-A.I. interface, like a living ansible, Cread thought with a little shiver of...not awe, but possibility.

      The empress had been powerful even before the LOHIU of course, but after it had been created, the Eternal Empress could telegraph her power throughout all of the seven sectors of space that made up the Reach of the Throne.

      And now that the Red Judge worlds, and the Proximian Republic, and every damn exo-race has risen up in revolt against her? Cread wondered.

      “You know, Commander-General? I never especially took you for a lazy person,” murmured a voice in the room, earning a startled hiss of outrage—and embarrassment—from the commander-general.

      It was him. Of course it was. Who else?

      “Open,” Cread said, breathing a heavy sigh through his nose as the crystal-plate screen started to rise, revealing the rest of the plush, silver-and-white walls of the Port Helena medical bay.

      The bay itself was actually made of different ‘lounges’ with each one shaped vaguely into a large wedge, different bays just like his own sitting in each one. His was the only one occupied, and at which buttons and lights glimmered and gleamed. Each medical iso-bed had automated controls that would be able to deliver surgical injections, implements, lasers, or narrow-band field frequencies to any part of the body, providing a range of treatments, whether genetic, chemical, or radionic—depending on what was required.

      And, of course, the only other gleaming thing in the room stood almost directly in front of his medical bay.

      A small person, little more than a youth with perfectly golden skin, golden curls of hair, and a small peaked cap, jaunty and golden. He wore a sleeveless jerkin, also made of golden thread and leather, as well as short-legged trousers...the same color as the rest of him.

      It was the Herald of the Empress, who looked entirely physical and living—even panting slightly with agitated emotions—unless of course you knew his secret. Which Commander-General Cread did.

      The herald was a simulated intelligence, just like Orestes that commanded and controlled the Port Helena, and the countless other almost-sentient A.I.s that the Golden Throne allowed to exist.

      To be fair, he is a one-of-a-kind computer program, Cread momentarily considered. He could be materialized anywhere under the Reach of the Throne to deliver the Eternal Empress’s proclamations. Cread had always assumed that he was a holographic emission, and one that had such a powerful range, presumably thanks to the LOHIU itself.

      “Lazy enough to come all the way to this backwater to deal with the rogues,” Cread answered the herald angrily, seizing the edges of the medical unit to pull himself up. He felt a little weak, and when he tried to swing one leg over the lip of the bay, he found it curiously unresponsive.

      “Gutter-trash!” Cread cursed the work of whatever doctor had administered the tranquilizers and anti-inflammatories. He knew that he had been in a crash. His military intelligence Reaver ship had been just about to apprehend Lieutenant Corsigon, the Ilythian spy, the Voider dissident, and the escaped PK test subject, when that test subject had used his powers to seize the Reaver out of the air and smash into the waiting hills and forests of humanity’s home world.

      He was lucky to be alive, and Cread knew some idiot was going to pipe that up to him at any moment, or some such vapid statement like that.

      “Try turning it off and on again,” the demure voice of the herald returned. It sounded, if anything, like a snigger.

      What under the stars is that demonic little thing talking about? Cread shook his head and tried again. Drugs or no, he wasn’t going to let his own body resist him!

      Clank.

      His leg did indeed move and swing over the lip of the medical iso-unit, but when it hit the edge, it did so with a heavy thud. A clang like metal hitting metal.

      What?

      Cread looked down, seeing the white-and-gold-striped service suit that the doctors had placed him in—basically a large boiler type suit with popper buttons down the middle of the upper section, and with a light set of trousers for the lower. He even had those ridiculous paper-plastic shoes that the patients were supposed to wear to protect their feet.

      Idiots. Cread thought of the ineptitude of the throne doctors here on Old Earth and swung the other leg out of the medical unit to the floor beside the first. That leg had a lot more life in it, and he guessed that this one had been more severely damaged in the crash.

      Cread didn’t remember the crash. All he remembered was the instrumentation of his already-damaged Reaver suddenly glitching and going haywire as J-14’s wave of psychic power hit it, and then blackness. He presumed that meant that the crash had been enough to destroy his beloved ship.

      “Or you could try some oil?” the herald suggested smugly.

      “Shut up with your nonsense.” Cread batted back at the thing. He knew that he shouldn’t really talk to the mouthpiece of the Eternal Empress this way, but over the years, they had developed a mutually hateful relationship…

      Cread pulled himself into a sitting position, and then pushed himself upward, to hear a dull, mechanical hum…

      Coming from his still-sleepy leg.

      What!?

      Apprehension, dread, and realization all arrived in Cread’s mind at the same time, like a bunch of unruly party guests.

      “No. They didn’t…” he murmured as he leaned down, a little slowly, reaching for the stupid little paper-plastic shoe on the foot of the leg that still felt half-asleep. The commander-general whipped the medical wrapper off…

      …to reveal a smooth, metal foot, cast in silver steel, aluminum, and gold.

      Of bleeding course there would be gold in there. Cread glowered at the metal foot. The Eternal Empress was obsessed with the stuff, the color and the material. She had taken his flesh and recreated it with gold. Her gold.

      The man felt violated in a way that decades and decades of service for the maddened almost-corpse of the Eternal Empress hadn’t made him feel before. Not until now, anyway.

      It was as if the empress had now not only claimed his service and his loyalty but his very flesh.

      Cread muttered a not very nice word.

      “You know, if I told her gloriousness you said that, I’m sure she would have your body parts sent to the different corners of the galaxy,” the herald purred in a very self-congratulatory voice.

      Cread said something else to the herald about what part of the galaxy it could go to, which was also not very nice.

      “Oh, Cread,” the herald laughed in mock sympathy. It was a sarcastic, sharp type of sympathy. “Mortals. At the end of the day, I can understand why the Eternal Empress wishes to leave the world of physical wants and needs behind. Despite all of her technology, all of the throne’s protections and advances, the flesh is always just so transitory, isn’t it?”

      Cread just growled at the gloating, glorified calculator as he pulled the bottom hem of his medical trousers up to reveal that there was indeed more gold-looking metal, alongside at least a little bit of gun-metal grays in the cogs and coiled tendons that shaped his now-metal calf.

      “Why did they take my leg!?” he hissed. “They could have just used gene therapy to regrow my old one!?” It wasn’t the fact that he had lost a leg in the crash—or had to lose a leg, Cread neither knew nor cared when it had happened. He was one of the premier citizens of the Golden Throne, and therefore, he was used to regular treatments of gene therapies and serums, to increase his vitality, stamina, longevity, muscle and mass ratios… His eyes were new, as were his liver and his pancreas. Anything, in short, could be regrown and made better now that humanity had the biological arts of the Gene Seers.

      “And that toad Vasad has his best facility only a few klicks away!?” Cread snarled in anger. The same place that houses the LOHIU, a small thought added.

      “Ahem,” the herald coughed, eager to say something. “That is, at least, one of the messages that I have been sent here to deliver to you, Commander-General Cread. The Architrex has informed the Eternal Empress that he is working night-and-day with the LOHIU device and is giving it his full attention.”

      “Meaning that he has closed the Gene Temple to everyone, even me!?” the Cread spat. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He was a commander-general—one of only two—and, up until recently, the only one that mattered…

      A sudden thought occurred to Cread. “It’s that piece of scum Darius, isn’t it?” he accused the herald, referring to the other military general that occupied the complementary position to his. Cread had pulled back his support from Darius before he had come to Old Earth, refusing to give Darius the security codes to his Pillar-of-Empire ships in the quelling of the Red Judges’ insurrection.

      Because, well… Cread considered his own decision in a moment of rare retrospection. Who knows which way the intergalactic war is going to go, after all? Did Cread want to give away the three most powerful battle-stations in the entire Reach of the Throne if they were going to be destroyed? Used unwisely?

      Wouldn’t a wise and glorious leader like Cread have need of them, possibly, in such turbulent times?

      “Actually, Cread, the answer is no. Your current physical state is not the result of anything Darius has done,” the herald stated calmly. “And Commander-General Darius, I am sure you will be interested to know, is currently engaged with a three-planet uprising from the Red Judges, but does not appear to have made any headway in breaking their resistance.”

      Of course not, Cread thought. That was because Darius was a fool. An amateur.

      “No, Cread,” the herald continued. “Your current state is due to the Eternal Empress.”

      What!?

      “Which relates to the main reason why I am here,” the herald continued with a broader smile. “The Eternal Empress has a message for you, personally, and she has sent me to deliver it.”

      “I’m all ears,” Cread said in a low, disgruntled growl.

      “The Eternal Empress is displeased with you,” the herald said, with what could only be a purr of self-congratulation.

      Has she ever been pleased? Cread thought…a tad bitterly, he had to admit.

      “You have failed to contain the Ilythian-Mondrauk-Secari threat,” the apparition said. “And you have also failed to apprehend the psychic, J-14.”

      “Operation ongoing,” Cread qualified.

      “That as it may be—” The herald gave a small nod. “—the Eternal Empress is highly concerned about this particular PK and wishes him to be captured, not neutralized, immediately.”

      Then give me a damn contingent of Throne Marines! Cread almost railed. Of course, he could requisition one, but that would take time. Old Earth Sector was deemed a ‘special operations zone’ and the Eternal Empress had direct oversight of all operations.

      Let me fireball the damned forests! he thought, remembering how the PK J-14 and his damnable allies had run off into the wilds like scurrying rats. One simple firebomb! That is all that it would take!

      But such inflammatory fancies were, Cread knew, just that—fanciable desires. The Gene Temple sat not so far away—a fact he was very painfully aware of—and any firestorm would doubtless endanger that too, along with the LOHIU inside of it.

      The LOHIU is the key to the empress’s power… Cread thought. That had to be why she was so concerned with the prodigiously gifted J-14 being so close to it, wasn’t she? Another psychic of immense power, in the same place. What could happen?

      “She wants me to capture J-14 and deliver it to the Architrex, I presume?” Cread said, standing up on his new, cybernetic leg. He couldn’t feel a thing from it, which was slightly disconcerting.

      “Your intelligence is as sharp as ever, Commander-General,” the herald said with a graceful bow, and his form started to shimmer slightly. As Cread watched, the field-created creature started to glitter as flecks of gold drifted away from its form in that strange way he had when his task was done. Cread wondered if it was a teleportation, or a mere deactivation, and whether this exact same simulated intelligence would then reappear, a moment later, in the private holographic dreams of the Eternal Empress herself, an infinitesimal moment later.

      “However,” the voice of the herald returned, even as its form was slowly misting away into a golden haze of light. “I can personally assure you, Commander-General Cread, that it is my belief that were you to perform well in this task, in spite of the current agitation of the Eternal Empress, she would be most impressed with your abilities indeed…”

      And then the herald was gone, leaving Cread—and his new leg—alone in the room.

      “Would she, indeed…” the blond commander-general said to the emptied room.

      Cread’s eyes flickered a little as he weighed the empress’s pleasure at his possible acquisition against the possibility of himself controlling both the LOHIU and J-14…

      “Orestes!” Cread’s voice snapped into the air as he gave himself a slight shake.

      There was a dull chime and a soft flash of blue light, indicating that the much less sophisticated, but still highly advanced, simulated intelligence that ran the entire Port Helena facility was listening.

      “Authorization: Commander-General Cread. Alpha Gold-Black security.”

      “Security clearance granted, Commander-General Cread. How might I be of service to you today?” Orestes said statically.

      “I want full access to current search efforts against the invaders,” Cread said with easy authority.

      “I have dispatched a Throne Marine recon team to their location, sir,” Orestes answered, “where they engaged in battlefield operations against the invaders. Their location was shelled, and no survivors detected.”

      “Did they get visual identification on the bodies?” the commander-general asked.

      “Negative, sir,” Orestes said.

      Idiots. “Then I want their last-known location. Now.”

      “The invaders were last detected in the cuttings for West Subway 14A,” Orestes said. “It is a derelict part of the subterranean transit system for this part of Old Earth.”

      “Then I want the full map of that tunnel network, and I want Throne Marines, security drones, and sensors dispatched to map it. Entirely. Understood?”

      “Actioning, sir,” Orestes said.

      Cread wondered once more at the ineptitude of the Old Earth Throne Marine Corps. He would have to oversee this operation himself, of course.

      “And I want the best offensive air-to-ground craft you have!”
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      III: Capture

      

      The tunnel that Commander Corsigon, Dalia, Patch, and Jake trudged down was wider than it was tall and had a perfect semicircular roof arching over it, made of a deep red brickwork. The floor was chipped and graveled, but there were double sets of metal lines along the floor.

      “This must be some ancient kind of tram network,” Patch said, kicking at the metal lines that ran underfoot. The tunnel and the lines were illuminated by their Outcast suit lights, which somehow only magnified the idea that they were down here in the dark.

      “Those old humans weren’t entirely without good ideas then,” Patch said, just as he was passed by the trudging form of Jake, moving heavily and despondently forward.

      “Wait up a minute, Jake,” Anders said, but the psychic only muttered in a heavy voice.

      “This way.”

      “How does he know?” Patch cast a look at the hurrying Anders, attempting to catch up with the young psychic. He was answered not by their leader, but instead by Jake himself.

      “I can...feel her,” he said, which Anders knew meant the LOHIU. The psychic they were supposed to be coming to rescue, in order to destroy or stop the coming Black Sun.

      “Okay.” Anders shot Dalia a look, as if to ask for her guidance. All Ilythians were touch-PK, after all, and without any trace of psychic abilities in either himself or Patch, the Ilythian was the only other person here who might know anything at all about Jake’s flourishing abilities.

      But she just shrugged just a little.

      “Well, at least somebody knows where we’re going,” Anders breathed, hurrying to catch up with Jake.

      There was a sudden flare of light up ahead. It was the clear, bright blue of throne field technology.

      “Sensor drones, sir,” said the politic voice of Moriarty in Anders’s ear. The tunnel ahead flashed blue as the small, metal objects moved toward them.

      “What generation?” Anders asked tersely. Everything hinged on whether they were the fourth-gen ones that could deliver micro-missiles or any of the earlier ones that could not.

      “From their field-output, I can safely diagnose the drones ahead as first-generation capture drones,” Moriarty confirmed.

      Capture drones? Anders blinked. They only used those when they wanted to apprehend a target rather than kill them. They were black-ops weapons, sent into enemy compounds to sedate guards and scouts. But first generation!? Anders thought. That was ridiculous for the power and reach of the Throne. Was the Old Earth colony severely underfunded?

      But whatever. Anders would take the good news. “Nobody move. A muscle. An inch.”

      “What is it?” Dalia whispered over their suit-to-suit communicator as she froze like a statue behind him, as did Patch—but not Jake.

      “Jake!” Anders hissed. The blue sweep of light was moving closer toward them up the tunnel.

      “What?” the youth said sullenly. It was getting harder to tell if his moods were more to do with his age or the effects of all of that strange energy coursing through him.

      “Please, Jake, just follow my lead. Please don’t move.”

      “Why?” There was the scrape of gravel as Jake turned on his heel to face Anders, and a flash of blue-field light behind him as the drones were getting nearer.

      “Those are only first-generation capture drones, which means that they’re motion-sensitive, not thermal or radionic. They just want to find moving targets, that’s all. When they do, they release darts or clouds of sedatives.”

      “We’re in power suits,” Jake said stubbornly. Which was totally true, of course. Anders had to give it to the youth that he could be quick-witted when he wanted to be.

      “Capture drones that can deliver sedative syringes can also broadcast our location to the hunting Marines outside!” Anders hissed again, still not moving. The sweep of blue light was very bright and very close about now… “And we’re stars know how far deep underground. The Marines will be able to block our exits. Drop a missile on our heads. Cut off our oxygen supply…” Anders tried to elucidate the many very real ways that they would be royally messed up if word of their position got out.

      “Then I’ll kill them.” Jake shrugged and turned to continue his walk.

      Anders lost his temper. “You won’t even see them, Jake!” he hissed, taking a step toward them. The tone of his voice was so sharp that it made the youth stop, and Anders could see his shoulders rising and falling in apparent suppressed rage.

      “They’ll know where we are, and before you know it, you won’t even get a chance to retaliate!” Anders pointed out the basic piece of battlefield strategy. “Please. Just do this one thing I ask. Once.”

      And besides, Anders thought more to himself. He really didn’t like the way that Jake was getting so used to killing people with his mind. As if it didn’t matter. As if it weren’t people that opposed them. Yes, they were Throne Marines, but Anders himself had been a Throne Marine once. He knew that inside those suits were humans, just like himself, just like Jake.

      Jake looked at Anders over his shoulder, and his face was sullen and resentful inside his suit. The commander had another eerie sensation that the youth could sense what he was thinking, but, just when Anders was certain that Jake was going to argue some more, there was instead another shrug of the youth’s shoulders, and that was that. Jake stopped moving, as did everyone else.

      The first capture drone emerged around the corner of the tunnel, and blue light flared over Anders’s face.

      Anders tried to remember from his training days—whether in the Marines or in the police—how sensitive the first-gen capture drones were, and failed.

      Can they detect if I blink inside my suit? he wondered. What about the rise and fall of my chest as I breathe?

      Whatever the answer was, Anders didn’t have much time to do anything about anything. The small dart of metal moved down the center of the tunnel, emitting its bright blue light, constantly swiveling back and forth as it moved, and was followed by two more drones.

      Each one moved with the barest hum that could have just been the sigh of air in the tunnel itself, for all that Anders could tell. He waited, feeling his heart thump in his chest, certain that the drone would suddenly dart toward to the cacophonous noise.

      But it did not. Instead, the first one merely slowed as it neared the first obstacle.

      Jake.

      Don’t get angry. Please, don’t get angry… Anders was begging the youth as he watched the capture drone slow to a halt just a meter away from the psychic’s chest. Its light flashed over Jake’s chest once, twice, and the drone bobbed up and down.

      Anders wondered what he would do if Jake did lose his temper. His rifle was held across his chest in his hands, a little too tightly, he thought. He knew that the capture drones were fast, but he might be able to shoot one of them down before it activated its transponder. Maybe Jake would destroy one too, but that meant the one at the back…

      The first capture drone in front of the stilled Jake suddenly veered around the youth, content that he was not a target but in fact some piece of scenery. Once again, Anders gave thanks that they were only dealing with these older drones, which didn’t have real-time imaging built-in.

      Anders was the next to be inspected, with the drone doing the same to him as it had done to Jake, before swerving away. It passed Patch almost without note, as he was a little further off to one side, and Anders knew that the supernatural grace of the Ilythian Dalia would only serve her well.

      Anders’s eyes flickered to the second drone currently finishing its bobbing in front of Jake before veering around him. This one had taken a lot less time than the first, and Anders wondered if these three were linked in some fashion. Which would be a good thing, Anders thought. Because if they could fool these three drones that they were, indeed, just a bunch of weird rock formations of broken, ancient, and derelict masonry, then that would be much more reason for the Throne Marines to leave off their search of where Anders and the rest were heading. In other words, they would have escaped the net…

      The second drone moved around Jake, toward Anders, and he held his breath as it inspected him briefly, moving around him toward Patch, and—

      Sckrckr! There was a sudden sound of gravel and Anders snapped his eyes wide.

      “Jake!” he hissed in alarm, certain that it was the PK who must have done something.

      But it wasn’t. There was the sudden, approaching wave of sodium lights at the far end of the tunnel, and in their glow, Anders could see a trio of people—people!—moving across the tunnel in dirty, ragged clothes, suddenly turning in shock to see the flash of blue light as all three drones swung past Anders, Dalia, Patch, and Jake, straight for the movement.

      And Anders could see, with fearful clarity, that at least two of those human figures ahead of them were children, with dirty, grubby faces and eyes wide with horror at what fate was screaming toward them.
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      Interlude II: The Eternal Empress/Archon

      

      Sector 1, Imperial 1

      

      Deep in the recesses of Imperial 1, the eyes of a skeletal figure opened.

      The figure herself was barely more than a scrap of sinew and bone, barely living tissue kept alive night and day by the constant infusion of genetic therapies that poured, sluggishly, through the pipes that met her hands and face.

      This was Eternal Empress Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian, the golden, the immortal, already over five hundred years old, and who had seen worlds born and burned. She herself had been responsible for much of that burning.

      The Eternal Empress existed in a suite of rooms where every detail was sumptuous, and everything gold, yellow, ochre, or crimson. Her world was small even within the giant sphere of Imperial 1. Like a spider in her nest, the ever-living matriarch of humanity sat ensconced, doomed never to leave.

      Not that Helena had wanted to for the last hundred years or so, since she had ‘retired’ to these halls where the tiles on the floor were gold, the statues of Grecian nymphs were gold, and the curtains were of a deep, rich red velvet. And why would she want to? Her synapses and neurons were intimately linked up to the data-net, both her personal virtual sphere and the wider data-field that all of the reach enjoyed.

      Inside her mind, the empress could revisit anywhere, and anytime. She could view the digital impressions of any of her colony worlds, as well as dozens of periods of human history that only she remembered.

      The Eternal Empress had herself been walking through one such place—the parklands of an ancient human city—when she had been so rudely awakened. It was hard for the empress to say whether she dreamed these places anymore, as her dreams and digital realities had blurred into one.

      But that city had been beautiful, once. Even in the final days of the Earth Confederacy, the bright cafes that had edged the park had been filled with gentle laughter and excitement. Off-duty people walked arm in arm with their lovers. They talked about their trips to the Moon, or Proxima, about what it was like to use the nearest space elevator that stretched like an unlikely tree above their heads.

      That was before the bomb had hit, of course, and this great park with all of its life and drone-lights of New York City had been obliterated.

      The Eternal Empress hadn’t been walking the city when it happened, but now, in her digital dreams, she had been. She had been walking arm in arm with a young commander of a Marine Corps—the very Marine Corps unit that had first met and countered the Ru’at menace.

      “Helena, I…” The rakish, handsome blond commander had turned to the younger empress, his eyes bright. Helena knew what he was going to tell her… That he was going to stay. Here on Earth. With her. They were going to rebuild Earth together, after the Ru’at menace.

      Wait. That didn’t happen in that order… the stray, warning thought bubbled up from her subconscious. Helena pushed it down immediately to enjoy this delicious fantasy.

      “I’m going to rebuild the Ganymede base,” Helena heard what the commander really had said as the sky behind him suddenly started to lighten and flare with plasma.

      “They need me out there. And humanity needs the Outcast Marines, out there,” he spoke those awful, true words that he really had spoken—but not here, and not now—to her.

      “What!?” Helena heard the younger version of herself say. This was not part of the plan. This was not part of her plan.

      “I’m sorry, Helena, but I owe it to my men…” the young and handsome commander said, just as the New York City skyline eclipsed with a blinding white as the neutron bomb hit.

      “No!” Helena burst out, and, in reality, her dried, almost desiccated eyes snapped open. That hadn’t been how it had happened of course. The neutron bomb that had taken New York had been fired by the renegade commander-in-chief of Earth, the one that her Commander of the Outcast Marines had been trying to topple. Neither the commander nor Helena had that conversation there, but months later, after the Ru’at.

      But the devastation and sense of hopelessness had been the same. For a moment, the ancient crone of humanity lay awake, truly awake, for perhaps the first time in a long time, and she looked at the velvet curtains and the warning blip of lights from her bedside medical consoles. If her body could have produced tears anymore, she would have cried.

      “So. Very. Human…” a voice said from somewhere between the realm of dream and data.

      With the voice came a rising flow of nausea and sickness—more than what Helena could put down to finally, actually, being awake for the first time in a few decades.

      “You,” Helena whispered, her dry lips moving against the mouthpiece that encapsulated her lower face.

      “Empress,” said the strange voice, one that was curiously echoed and sounded at once like a young human girl and something, well, other.

      The voice belonged to the flickering form of a hologram that stood by the side of the bed, wavering and glitching in and out of existence. The small form was that of the LOHIU, with her short bob of blonde hair and pale skin, and her large red service coat that Helena had ordered the hologram to wear whenever she made an appearance.

      The LOHIU herself was the most remarkable psychic that Helena had ever discovered. Powerful enough to reach into people’s thoughts and pluck out any fact—or to stop any heartbeat—even if the person was a continent away. That was why the Eternal Empress had given her over to the Architrex of the Gene Seers and demanded that she be sedated, then augmented with the latest drone and machine technology. Now, the girl was a living battery of psychic power, the unknown key at the heart of the Golden Throne’s power, totally at the mercy of the Eternal Empress.

      But the thing that talked through her was not a servant to anyone.

      “I believed you close to transcendence, Empress,” said the alien words of the Black Sun through the hologram of the LOHIU. “When you reached out this vessel to me, through her mind I saw how you had come close to enlightening your entire half of the galaxy.”

      By ‘enlighten,’ Helena knew that it meant control. That was what the Eternal Empress was good at—playing a long, slow game of control that turned the derelict and almost extinct species of humanity into the known galaxy’s most advanced and powerful spacefaring civilization.

      And the LOHIU was supposed to bring it all together. To allow the Eternal Empress to make contact with—and to use—this ancient source of psychic power and finally become the god she knew she had to be…

      If nothing was ever going to hurt her again.

      “But here, I see you falling prey to weak, biological emotion. Again. Regret. Yearning. Loneliness.” The Archon spoke through the hologram-girl, herself residing many, many lightyears away in the Gene Seer Temple.

      “I wonder if I have been wrong about you all along,” the Archon continued. The hologram of the little girl raised one shimmering hand and slowly placed it on the thin coverlets—through the coverlets—that veiled the empress’s mummified body.

      Helena hissed. In that instant, something transferred from the creature to the girl’s mind, through her projected hologram and through that even, to the mind of the Eternal Empress where she lay in Imperial 1.

      “No!” It was a sense of vast, ancient…purpose. The sort of purpose that the Archon had honed and solidified like a mineral substance through millennia of hate. With it came images of the body of the strange, pure-black sphere of the Archon as it hurtled through the depths of space inside its own corona of plasma, moving faster than any ship and any warp-jump as it headed toward the human territories.

      It was coming to her, it was supposed to be coming for her, just as the human commander was supposed to have returned to the younger empress, too.

      “Don’t leave…” Helena heard herself whisper, before instantly cursing herself for her weakness.

      “Frailty! Weakness!” the Archon castigated her. It was a being that was older than any other sentient life. It claimed to be a shard of the first form of sentient life, and that it and its brethren had played their god-games with entire species and civilizations for eons.

      And now, the Black Sun was the last of its kind, and it had noticed the mind of the LOHIU and the determination of the Eternal Empress behind it.

      “I promised you godhood!” the Archon stated. “Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps there is another champion…”

      The images transmitted by the LOHIU were thrust, unwelcome, into Helena’s mind with such force that she cried out. She saw the images of a gaunt youth rising in the air and throwing aside the missiles that were fired at him with such ease as though the youth was already a god himself.

      “The J-14 project…” Helena recognized. It was the second-most powerful psychic that Helena had ever uncovered, thanks to her rigorous testing and sensing protocols, enacted at every birth clinic and laboratory across the Reach of the Golden Throne.

      “But he is so young. So unskilled… He has no purpose!” Helena tried.

      “But he has so much anger, Empress!” the Black Sun considered, drawing back the hologram’s hand. There were a hundred things that Helena knew that she could have said—that she had an entire empire, that she had almost destroyed two more civilizations just this very cycle, the Ilythians and the Mondrauks…

      But what good would arguing with an alien god do her?

      “There is only one way, Empress, and you know it. It is the way of survival, of the fittest. The strongest. When I arrive, I will choose my companion and successor as inheritor of this galaxy entire. And it will be the strongest one I see before me!” the Black Sun promised. Suddenly, its presence left the room, and the hologram of the LOHIU coughed and flickered in and out of existence before wearily raising head.

      The LOHIU blinked, and the full black had left her eyes, leaving a pale sort of clear blue behind.

      “It’s gone,” the voice of the hologram-girl said with a touch of recrimination.

      The Eternal Empress considered ignoring the child for a moment. She was, after all, only a tool. But Helena also never quite knew how much the thing remembered of its Black Sun transmissions.

      “It has,” she conceded, feeling suddenly weary and exhausted. She hadn’t been awake for a long time. “You are to locate J-14 immediately and to transmit his coordinates to Commander-General Cread, do you understand?”

      “I do,” the LOHIU said. She sounded tired. And resigned. “But J-14 is a very gifted psychic. It is hard for me to isolate him, with his powers…”

      “Is it more powerful than you!?” Helena snapped at the hologram. “Are you telling me that you are unable to do the job? That I should perhaps capture J-14 and install it instead of you there!?” The snarl of threat was unmistakable in the empress’s voice. There was no confusion over what would happen to a subject—even the LOHIU—that failed to be useful to Helena.

      “I am ready to serve.” The LOHIU hung her head.

      “Then find J-14!” Helena snarled, dismissing the hologram girl with one wave of a bony finger.

      When the LOHIU was gone, and the inner sanctum of the Eternal Empress had returned to its pristine stillness and quiet, the desiccated woman tried once again to give herself over to her digital sleep.

      And this time, she tried not to dream of things she had failed to have.
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      IV: New Eden

      

      Sector 0, Sol

      

      “Watch out!” Anders called to the trio of humans ahead of them, completely surprised by what was coming for them. At the same time, the commander slung his heavy Outcast Marine rifle from his shoulder in one smooth movement and took aim—

      Thwap! A bolt of purple-and-crimson meson fire spat forward from Anders’s rifle, past Jake’s shoulder, to catch the last capture drone and turn it into a ball of flame.

      But there were still the other two drones hurtling toward the civilians.

      Thwap! Another bolt of meson fire, this time from Dalia’s quick reactions as she used one of her side pistols to take out another drone. But the final one was moving too fast. This was, after all, what they had been designed to do.

      Anders was frozen in horror. The smallest, dirty-faced child screamed.

      “Hm.”

      And then Anders was looking at the last capture drone, hanging just a hand’s breadth away from the smallest child’s face, as Jake casually walked to the other side of it.

      The PK youth made a small gesture and the drone slowly swiveled in mid-air, turning toward him and rising to eye level.

      “So much hate in something so small…” Anders heard Jake mutter as the drone slowly petalled apart in the air, carefully taken apart with machine precision by Jake’s psychic powers. First came the outer shell casing, and then the internal components, each part leaving its previous nest and revolving around the others in a slow, balletic dance.

      And then, with a shrug of nonchalance, the drone parts fell to the floor as the youth lost interest.

      The child with the grubby face stared up at the psychic in the Outcast power armor with her eyes still wide in incomprehension at what had just happened.

      “S’alright,” Jake muttered, a little sullenly and awkwardly to the kid.

      “We— We aren’t doing anyone any harm!” said the adult that accompanied the children. Their mother, Anders guessed. She must think we’re Throne Marines…

      “Neither are we,” Jake murmured, which Anders might have questioned, given what he had seen the youth do, but he shook away the instinctive reaction.

      “We know you’re not,” Anders said quickly, moving to Jake’s side as Dalia and Patch joined them. “We’re not Throne Marines. We’re Outcasts,” he said firmly, looking for a flicker of recognition in the mother’s eyes.

      He got it, but it was a guarded expression, a slight turning of the head as she looked sidelong before her eyes immediately went downcast again.

      She doesn’t trust us. Or the Outcasts.

      “Thank you,” the woman in the patched and re-patched service suit said, “for saving our lives.”

      “It’s…” Anders wondered just what he could admit to. Was this woman one of the same group that had tried to capture them earlier in the city-forest? Were they runaways from the colony? What could he say about their mission?

      But Anders had always known what his mission was, really, hadn’t he? That was the reason why he had chosen to leave the fanatical Throne Marines and retrain to be colony police, after all.

      “We’re here to help,” he said simply, this time earning a steady, questioning stare from the woman.

      “Then you’d better come with us,” she said. “I’ll take you to New Eden.”
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        * * *

      

      The woman’s name was Arya, and her two children were Sven and Apple, Anders learned as they led the way through long brick tunnels, filled with the drip of moisture and the crunch of gravel underfoot.

      “This used to be a subway system for the old cities,” Arya said matter-of-factly, as if Anders would know what they were. He struggled to remember some of the names that he had heard from out of the history logs.

      “Berlin... Paris... New York…” he muttered out loud, earning a dry cough of laughter from Arya.

      “They’re on the other side of the world!” she scoffed, gesturing to a black iron door set in the wall to which she lifted a set of actual heavy metal keys.

      “Who uses keys anymore!?” he heard Patch say in apparent amazement.

      “You would too—” His disbelief had been overheard by the woman. “—when the occupiers have pretty much every bit of tech at their hands, and we survive on scraps!”

      The occupiers. Anders nodded. She meant the Reach of the Golden Throne and the armies of the Eternal Empress’s Marines, didn’t she? To her, they were the alien force, Anders suddenly realized.

      There was a creak and the squeal of protesting metal as the door slowly slid inward and spilled with it an accompanying cacophony.

      “Holy stars!” Patch whispered again, as he too heard it. There was the murmur of raised voices, the clank and thump of industry, and even singing as Arya, Sven, and Apple led the way through the short passage to the subterranean colony of the surviving humans of Earth.

      New Eden looked cramped—that was Anders’s first impression as the passage opened onto a metal terrace with concrete block steps that led down to the first square or marketplace.

      Which was already busy and teeming with people.

      It was hard for Anders not to stop and stare, because he hadn’t expected to see so much community, and so many people down here, hidden from the eyes of the empress.

      The first space was a wide, irregular semicircle, edging onto buildings that were made out of old corrugated metal shipping containers, painted bright pinks, blues, yellows, and greens. Strings of lights hung from every available corner and container edge, with much larger lamps standing proud on their own and forming avenues for the humans to walk past.

      “We’ve got several lines tapped into the Port Helena grid,” Arya said proudly. “Although we’re trying to get a geothermal system started…”

      Anders nodded at their resilience—and their ingenuity. This first space seemed to be some sort of work area, as larger, open-sided containers were filled with the whirr and bustle of manufacture, and Corsigon could see the spray of sparks and hear the hiss of quenching steams as people worked.

      The square itself was filled with humanity, people of every possible color or creed, and each wearing a ragtag of items that he tried to discern where they had come from. A lot of old service suits, boiler-suits, or factory-worker jackets and heavy trousers, but Anders also saw sarongs and wraps made out of old hexa-weave solar cloth, as well as what was obviously home-spun and home-dyed woolen leggings, sweaters, and mitts.

      “How long have you been down here?” Anders murmured to Arya as she led them through the press of people, eliciting stares and sudden hisses of alarm from some as they clanked past in their power suits.

      “They’re silver!” Arya signaled to one of the workers, rushing out of her foundry space with an arc welder still fizzing in her hands as she slid her goggles up onto her brow. “Malady’s lot,” she explained with a shrug, and Anders saw the woman make some finger gesture with a hand, which the policeman guessed was derogatory.

      But Arya didn’t stop, leading them down the main thoroughfare as news of their arrival sped out ahead of them in the forms of Sven and Apple, passing on their tale to the other derelict children and youths of New Eden.

      “How long?” Arya turned to answer him, and Anders could see the wrinkles and smattering of white-lined scars across her cheekbones that indicated a hard life. “Well, New Eden’s been here ever since I was young, but I remember when we moved here from Sanctuary,”

      “Sanctuary?” Anders shook his head.

      “That was our previous place. Down near the edge of the plains, but the golds found us.” The woman’s face darkened. “We didn’t stand a chance. They fire-stormed the place, and we lost everything. A lot of people.” Another, difficult pause. “Sven and Apple were too young to realize it, of course. But luckily, we already had this secondary setup, and we ran for days through the tunnels to get here.”

      “And we got Granite Bluffs just in case, too!” piped up Apple, the girl who had apparently forgotten her brush with paralysis or death at the hands of the capture drone. As they walked, Anders noticed that the girl would stay close to the still-sullen Jake and steal glances up at him, clearly curious of the person who had saved her.

      “Shush! Don’t tell them anything!” snapped a new voice in their midst, as the crowds around them suddenly peeled away to reveal a collection of human men, each with their hunting rifles lowered straight at Anders, Jake, and the others.

      You don’t want to do that. Anders’s eyes flickered to an already-blustering Jake as the policeman slowly raised his arms up in front of him.

      “We’re not with the throne,” Anders said slowly and calmly.

      “They’re silver, Hazan,” Arya said, and Anders guessed that was the local term for Malady’s Marines rather than the ‘golds’ of the throne.

      “I don’t care what part of the sky they come from.” The man fixed Anders with a foul look, and Anders realized that he was one of the men who had attacked them earlier in the forest. “Our man Kestrel is still laid up in the hospital with laser shot right through his calf thanks to this man.” The leader—a man in his prime, but with wiry gray shooting through his beard and with dark, serious eyes—pointed the rifle at Anders.

      Oh yeah. Anders remembered the abortive ambush. He hadn’t realized at first that they were only trying to capture them, not kill them.

      But at least I only gave him a disabling shot, Anders could have argued. He could have shot the guy through the chest if he had wanted to.

      “We can fix it,” said a voice as Dalia stepped casually forward, reaching up slowly to unlatch and decouple her visor helmet before shaking her braid of hair free.

      “What the—” Anders realized then just how clever the Ilythian was. These people had clearly never seen an Ilythian. Perhaps they had never seen an alien. Perhaps they didn’t even know that there were other intelligent cultures out there at all! Her sudden appearance completely put them on the back foot.

      “We have technology, serums, medicines,” Dalia said impassively, accepting the owlish and fearful stares of the humans of Earth with apparent ease. She didn’t appear to take notice at all of how the humans were looking at her.

      “Do you trust it!?” muttered one of the other men, an old-timer with short, straggly ginger beard.

      Anders felt a hot growl of outrage in his chest, but it was Patch who stepped forward first to confront the ignorance. “She is not an it,” Patch said smartly. “She is an Ilythian, whose race has been around for far longer than all of us have—and she has helped us humans out, even though she doesn’t have to.”

      There was silence from the watchful humans as each one tried to take in the new size of their galaxy.

      “She also broke Youseff’s wrist, and Frank’s ankle!” The leader, Hazan, was the first to recover.

      “Both of which we can also fix,” Dalia pointed out, slowly lowering her hand—to the sudden consternation of Hazan and his guards—to depress a release catch on a leg module, which opened out to reveal lots of small vials of biogenetic repair serum, which apparently Commander Malady must have stolen from the throne at some point and equipped these Outcast suits with. “These will fix the hurts of your people.” Dalia offered them to Hazan, who didn’t move for a second, before he nodded for one of the other soldiers to dart forward and seize the vials from Dalia’s hand and leap back, as if electrocuted.

      “I’m sorry if we got off to a bad start.” Anders cleared his throat, his words speaking an apology, but his voice speaking a growl. “But my people generally don’t respond well to being ambushed by strangers.”

      “Strangers?” This last comment appeared to rile their spokesperson up all the more. “We’ve been facing the golds now for as long as any of us can remember. We were born into this fight, and every now and again, some silver like you turns up, claiming to be a part of some great and ancient planetary rescue mission.” Hazan rolled his eyes. “They all die, mate. All of them.”

      “Hazan, they saved Apple and Sven. They saved me,” Arya pointed out, raising a warning palm to Hazan. “Do you really think that we can afford to turn their offer of aid down?”

      Hazan bristled at Arya’s reasoned words, and to Anders, it appeared as though this was not the first time they’d had this conversation. Hazan looked to his own men, half of whom appeared to be shrugging or nodding that Arya was right, but the other half of whom looked about as stern and angry as their leader. The decision of what to do with them seemed to teeter on the edge—until there was a flash of movement. Apple had dashed between the two groups and was standing in front of Jake.

      “Let ‘em stay!” Apple cried out in delight. “They can tell us new stories! Stories of up there.” Her voice was wistful as she looked up at the concrete, girder, and brick ceiling, and Anders knew that she wasn’t talking about just the surface of their planet.

      She was talking about the life they could be leading, out there beyond the stars.

      “Ugh…” Hazan didn’t have a chance against such pure enthusiasm and curiosity, it appeared. With a groan, he threw his rifle back over his shoulder and turned, snapping at them as he did so, before stalking back into the crowds and taking his armed men with him.

      “Fine. Keep them here until we see if these potions of theirs really do heal Youssef, Frank, and Kestrel. But if they don’t…” Hazan’s voice rang out, leaving the threat unexplained but perfectly obvious.

      There was a moment of silence over the crowd of spectators after Hazan and the others had left, but then Arya let out a sigh, and Anders felt the tension lift a little. “He’s always like that,” Arya whispered apologetically.

      Just great, Anders thought. As if we have time to hang around while there’s an ancient alien god-thing coming to devour us all!
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      Interlude III: The Net Tightens

      

      “We have them, sir,” murmured the sergeant standing at the edge of the ruined siding where Corsigon and the others had so recently been.

      The gulley itself was ruined, with great craters marring its banks and ancient trees obliterated, smoldering or sagging in their ruin. At one end, the entrance to the subway system was now nothing more than a great heap of devastated earth, completely obscured by earth and shattered rock.

      These Old Earth Marines had done a textbook job, Commander-General Cread thought, first isolating the enemy by means of search drones, and then shelling the site with mobile artillery.

      Imbeciles! Cread groaned. No wonder Old Earth was in such a state, with rampant primitives running around, picking off lone scouting Marine groups or hacking the local power grids.

      And no wonder that these fools—who never had the benefit of being trained by me, the commander-general thought—had let the quarry get away into the subterranean system that wormed through this part of the northwestern continent.

      But now, apparently, they said they ‘had’ them. Perhaps there was something good to be said about today after all. The commander-general stood overlooking the ruin with his requisitioned attack craft landed behind him, next to a much larger transport cruiser beside that. Teams of Throne Marines in their black-and-gold armor were arrayed around him, preparing weapons and checking their field devices for signs of the insurgents.

      “We sent our capture drones into the access points that we know about in this location,” the sergeant said, a gruff, older man who looked to Cread as though he had enjoyed a desk job for far too long.

      “That you know about?” Cread inquired, his tone light and easy, although any soldier or staffer who had actually worked close to him would know precisely what that meant. The commander-general was a man not shy about expressing his emotions. When he was angry he was furious, but there was another tone that most had come to be aware of, and that was this exact, almost-polite, almost-attentive voice that he used when he was waiting for one of his subordinates to say something really stupid.

      Just like the sergeant did now.

      “Yes, Commander-General, sir.” The sergeant assumed an air of familiarity. Another bad move. “There’s never been any need to map out the underlying area completely, as we have complete aerial and surface dominance, and, well, to be quite frank—”

      “Please do,” Cread murmured, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “The insurgents that we face can rarely even get past a Throne Marine’s suit of armor, let alone the transport carriers, personal drone transports, or shielding fields,” the man said.

      The commander-general let out a small breath of resignation through his nose at these thoughts. It was only slight, but it was suddenly enough to alert the man to the notion that his superior might actually be displeased.

      “But, ah, we have the last-known location of the capture drones before they went offline, and that means that we know where they were moving to… Probably straight for New Eden, the insurgent stronghold,” the man said.

      “Oh. There’s even a rebel stronghold down there, too, is there?” the commander-general said, his tone now laced with steel.

      “Yes, Commander-General, sir, we’ve known about it for a few cycles and have kept them monitored—”

      “Enough,” Cread said, turning to survey the damage. He flicked his fingers, knowing that the sensors inside his gauntlets would utilize his personal field system to transmit a message to the rest of the group. “Calling Sergeant H’Keller, report immediately.”

      “Commander-General, sir?” The original sergeant looked quizzically as the second sergeant, who had previously been preparing a small squad of Throne Marines, jogged up to them. Keller was a slightly younger woman, who had steel-gray eyes and appeared to have a slightly stiffer backbone.

      “Keller, you are now Acting Operations Sergeant, under my direct supervision, understood?” Cread completely ignored the older man who had previously occupied that post.

      “But, Commander-General?” The older Marine made the mistake of adding a touch of whine to his voice.

      “I understand that you know where this New Eden is,” Cread went on. “I will personally be leading the offensive, with you as my second. I want every route in blocked by a Marine task force, understood?”

      “Sir. Yes, sir,” Keller said with a smart salute.

      There is some hope for this one, Cread thought.

      “May I ask, sir—” the older sergeant began.

      “No. You may not.” Cread made another flicking gesture with his hand.

      

      Throne Marine Power Suit/SERGEANT J’DEGAULLE

      >>Command Override/Authorization CREAD

      >>Termination Program.

      

      Cread’s gestures in the holo-field that only he could see relayed a small piece of code to J’DeGaulle’s power suit, causing the inbuilt kill program that every suit had within it to activate. Suddenly, white static energy crackled over the suit as its field generators fused and overloaded, cooking the man within. There was a small gasp over the suit communicators, and the steaming body of Sergeant J’DeGaulle fell to the floor in a smoking heap.

      “I want you to get your Marines into position, but wait for my signal to attack. We will isolate where they are getting their power from and cut their lines, understand?” Commander-General Cread continued without looking at either the recently-dead body or the new Acting Operations Sergeant.

      Keller, for her part, took all of this surprising well, just swallowing a little nervously before nodding and saluting behind Cread’s back. “Yes, sir,” she said smartly.

      “Good.” Cread nodded. “Then let us begin, shall we?”
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      V: Attack!

      

      “Do it again!” said Apple, kneeling and looking entranced by Jake as he sat on one of the pallet benches in front of her.

      Anders and the others sat in what Arya called the canteen-space, which was a narrow but long avenue between shipping containers, where long benches and tables had been set. Anyone could apparently go to one of the units to fill earthenware bowls from great vats of soups or various stews.

      Currently, however, the young Apple’s rapt attention was on the way Jake was slowly spinning a steaming bowl of soup in midair without any apparent field-technology or hidden wires.

      “Hm.” Anders heard as many disgruntled voices as he did entranced ones, and he shared a dark look with Dalia, who nodded with tightly-pursed lips. It seemed that psychics were not a common feature of the life of the native-born Earthlings, and indeed, some of them were viewing Jake with outright hostility.

      The team had come here after Captain Hazan’s ultimatum, and even though the general feel was one of a jovial community, Anders couldn’t help but notice the tension underneath it. A tension that apparently came to a head when one of the New Edeners, a man, stepped past Apple’s shoulder and slapped the bowl out of the air.

      “We don’t need that kind of stuff here!” the man said. He was scrawny, with a sleeveless jerkin that showed off long, home-inked tattoos of coiling serpents down each arm.

      “David!” Arya, sitting beside Anders, scolded the man immediately. “They’re only having fun!”

      “You don’t know, Arya, you’ve never been up to that temple thing of theirs. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen!” the tattooed man—David, apparently—said.

      The temple!? The facility that houses the LOHIU? Anders’s anger turned abruptly to that of obsession. “You mean the Gene Temple? The home of the Gene Seers?”

      The man’s eyes flickered over him with undisguised disdain. “Should’ve known you’d know all about it…” he muttered, earning another hiss from Arya.

      “Not a lot,” Anders continued, ignoring the man’s barb. “But it is why we’re here. In there is a—” Weapon? Tool? Person? Anders struggled to find the right word. “—something that can help us bring the Eternal Empress down.”

      “As if we care about some damn empress of yours,” David muttered angrily. “She can stay up there with all the rest of the golds for all I care. Just leave us alone!”

      Anders made an understanding shrug. He wasn’t about to tell the man that wasn’t possible, that his entire solar system was already controlled by the Eternal Empress and had been since before he was born. The entire system was even ringed by a giant defense grid of satellites—the largest deep-space infrastructure project that Anders had ever heard of.

      “You’ve seen this temple?” he asked in a neutral tone, already guessing that the man was just another blowhard wanting to have his say.

      “You bet I have,” David said proudly. “Me and Hazan scouted it ourselves more than once. It’s huge. Looks like a palace, sitting in the middle of the woods. No way in or out,” he said the words heavily, with a defiant look at Anders.

      No way that YOU found, you mean, Anders thought but didn’t say.

      “But that’s not the worst thing about it. The worst thing is…” David’s voice took on a conspiratorial whisper as he leaned forward. “…what happens outside, in the practice grounds they’ve cleared in the forest all about there. Horrible things. Unnatural things,” he said in a creepy hiss.

      “David. The children,” Arya said warningly, just for the tattooed man to snort as if it were no concern.

      “Maybe they should hear of it now, Arya,” David returned. “It’s about time they knew.” Another suspicious glance at Jake. “And perhaps it would stop them getting so worked up about what isn’t right.”

      Anders felt a flicker of nausea in the corners of his jaw and stomach, and he turned to look fearfully at Jake, who was slowly standing up from his pallet. The ex-policeman heard a few low sighs and gasps as other New Edeners around them could clearly feel the same tide of nausea as well, but apparently hadn’t associated it with the young psychic before them. Yet.

      “Easy, Jake…” Dalia’s softer voice murmured, and the youth, although his eyes still blazed, looked down at the stone and sanded floor at their feet.

      “They got some kind of practice grounds, where they have people doing just what he did.” But David was relentless as he shot his accusing words at the sullen Jake. “Moving stuff with their minds, sending things flying this way and that, hitting targets,” he said pointedly. “Like they’re an army. Or going to be one.”

      Anders could feel the panic and nausea rising in him even greater still, and he saw that Jake’s shoulders were starting to tremble.

      “And then I saw what they did to some that they tied up, on stakes, at the end of the grounds!” David carried on, his tone getting ghoulish and loud.

      “David, please, not in front of—” Arya tried to contain him, but it was useless.

      “A whole little gaggle of them filed out. Stood in a line looking at one,” David brayed. “They just looked at them. Looked. And then…” David clapped his hands together sharply, imitating something of what the genetically-cloned psychics did to the poor unfortunate.

      David looked up and glared in disgust at Jake, who was starting to raise his head to glare right back—

      —and then all of the lights in New Eden went out.

      Jake!? Anders thought, but he knew in that exact same instant that it wasn’t him. He could feel the ebb of anxiety and nausea in his heart and gut that came when the PK used his powers, but it was still low-level, not the full-blown, crippling panic attack.

      No, this was something else.

      “What’s going on!?” The voices of alarm started almost immediately as Anders stood up quickly and quietly beside Jake.

      “I’m here,” he murmured, already reaching for his helmet-visor…just as there was a stifled scream from not very far away.

      “Smoke!”

      

      HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: Active.

      USER ID: Anders Corsigon.

      BIO-SIGNATURE: Good.

      SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Red.

      SQUAD TELEMETRIES: Active.

      

      Bio-Signatures: GOOD.

      Atmospheric Seals: GOOD.

      Chemical, Biological, Radiological Sensors: ACTIVE

      Oxygen Tanks: FULL (6hrs).

      Oxygen Recycle System: WORKING (1hr).

      

      The HUD inside Anders’s visor flickered into life, showing the small vector image of his own suit, already with several parts in a warning orange where the self-healing systems had failed a complete recovery.

      And the warning blip of a sensor in the top right corner:

      

      Warning! Carbon Monoxide Levels Elevated. Trace Air Pollutants.

      >>Analysis: Chemical Fire.

      >>Locating Source…

      

      His visor washed with sensing blue as it concentrated to the right of him.

      “All power out! Fire up the backup generators!”

      “What’s happening!?”

      The shouting was getting louder as alarm erupted amongst the group. For a subterranean people, the notion of being without power or heat—and with the nearness of fire—was a vision of hell…

      There. Anders found the signature. Off to the right of their position was a large heat source, heading in their direction. His dim blue suit lights were flickering on, as were the suit lights of the others of his squad, showing the people in the canteen area already struggling to their feet and past each other, hands grasping to catch a hold of the hems and sleeves and arms of their closest and dearest.

      “Arya!” Anders called the woman who was only a little way away, hugging Apple and Sven tight to her. “What’s in that direction? You got fire. Moving fast,” Anders said, pointing the way.

      “Oh, my Earth,” she gasped. Her eyes were wide as she exclaimed, “That’s Central Tunnel 2, one of the main ways in!”

      “Sir, you have two more thermal fronts heading forward,” Moriarty’s calm and measured voice said, and the blue of Anders’s sensors washed again, concentrating to his left and, when he turned his head, behind him.

      “There and there?” Anders said tersely.

      “Central 1 and 3!” Arya gasped.

      “Get everyone away!” Anders shouted. This wasn’t an accident, and even though Arya was screaming at people to move, it was only a moment before the darkness of New Eden was washed in a burst of red.
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      Interlude IV: Arrivals

      

      Sector 5, Throne-Ilythian Border

      

      This drift of space was not the usual starry blanket of distant and near suns, stable, pulsing, or twinkling. This patch of space was fragmented, as if the blanket had been torn in parts—with large, blank areas that were like spilled ink on the face of the universe.

      In other areas, however, the deregulated but heavily guarded Sector Five was speckled with clouds of nebulae—star nurseries where the youngest children of the Milky Way community were born amid washes of crimson and green, blue and purple.

      Sector Five, occasionally known as the Bridge, was a large ribbon of complicated space that ran along one edge of the Golden Throne territories. Its internal physics made it a strange and hazardous place for jump travel, and thus it created a natural barrier between the hungry advance of humanity and their neighbors, the elf-like Ilythians.

      It was also the scene of the largest conflict yet seen in recent history, still with the discarded parts of ships and transports where the Ilythian destroyers had tried to forge a bridgehead into human space.

      They had failed, of course, but the arrival of the saucer ships of the crab-like Secari had at least helped them destroy one and injure another of the gigantic Pillars-of-Empire ships of the Eternal Empress. It was hard to say if this constituted a victory, as the Secari had been beaten back, and the Ilythian forward fleet—their only fleet, it had to be said—was now broken apart.

      “We got them on the run now!” crowed one Throne Marine over his suit communicator as he hung from a titanium-filament line from the drone repair ship above, slowly working his way up one section of the broken Pillar. The largest battle-station of the empire stretched out for what looked like leagues both above and below the man, whose name was Frank, and who had been dispatched—along with a thousand or so other secondary-class, newly-graduated Marines—to this repair and salvage work.

      “On the run maybe, but you hear about the Red Judges? They’ve gone and sided with them!” shouted one of Frank’s comrades, an older woman named Keelie, a hundred meters above him and already using her cutting laser to open up the section before.

      “Now…” she continued. “The map says that Munitions Bay 28 is in here, so we should be able to grab an entire transport worth of stock back.”

      “I never trusted the Red Judges anyway,” Frank murmured, thinking of the seven-foot tall humans who came from the harsh, mineral-rich desert and mountain worlds of the Golden Throne. The higher gravity and intense work of such worlds had led them to being generally larger and tougher than any other type of colony human.

      “Ha,” Keelie scoffed. “You sound scared, Frank! It’s not the Red Judges I worry about. It’s what’s going to happen now that we’ve lost their factories.”

      They were in the middle of discussing the vagaries of this strange war, which had started, ostensibly, as an unprovoked attack by the Ilythians and had quickly escalated into a full-scale civil war against the Reach of the Golden Throne.

      “And there’s those crab-men and Mondrauks and Proximians we got to think about, too…” Frank did sound pensive. The Golden Throne always had a lot of enemies, but they had never before teamed up like this.

      “What are you talking about!?” Keelie once again laughed. “The empress nuked the Mondrauk home world. Nothing of them left but a couple of bandit-craft. The Ilythians are broken already. The Proximians are just a bunch of wannabe throne citizens with a grudge! They’ve been harping on about freedom, and they wouldn’t be anything without the empress! Anything!” Keelie said over the sounds of her clanking and pushing at the metal.

      She didn’t say anything about the crab-like Secari, however, whose numbers were vast—even if they did not have anything like the firepower that the Golden Throne had, Frank noted.

      Keelie’s omission wasn’t anything to do with fear, however. It was because of a wash of anxiety that rolled through the battle-site.

      “What the…” Even Frank felt his heart start to race, and a sort of animal panic grab at his intestines. Without even hearing a sound or with any warning from any scanner, Frank knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that there was something very big, and very dangerous, behind him.

      Frank stayed where he was, looking at the scorched and scratched hull of the Pillar. Sweat beaded down his forehead, and his jaw was so tight that his teeth started to hurt, but there was no way he was going to turn around.

      “Fr...Fra...FRANK!” came Keelie’s sudden, piercing wail over the suit communicator, before it abruptly ended with a gurgling whimper.

      

      Warning! Operator Throne Marine K. Y’Marshal’s Bio-signs Compromised.

      

      “K-Keelie?” Frank whispered. But there was silence from above.

      And silence on every other channel of his suit-to-suit communicators.

      “S...S-Sergeant?” he whispered. Again, there was nothing.

      “Boris? Huan?” But none of his other comrades amongst the Marine Salvage Corps answered him, either.

      Frank’s internal suit sensors berated him for his cowardice. There was no sign of nearby life—everyone in sensor range was reading ‘compromised’—and there was simply nothing Frank could do. His body would no longer obey him. He quivered and trembled, clutching onto the hull of the craft in front of him and hoping that whatever it was would go away.

      If Frank still had the senses left to think, he might have thought that it was some final, vengeful attack by the Ilythians. That perhaps they had come back to the scene of their defeat to do exactly what he and Keelie were doing—salvaging—and instead engaged in punishment of any human they found here.

      But it wasn’t the Ilythians.

      The fear and terror slowly started to ebb and fade, and still the Throne Marine shook and trembled against the side of the ruined Pillar-of-Empire. Frank didn’t know quite how long it took, but after what seemed like eons, he realized that his eyes were open once more and he was looking at the same square inch of scorched hull that he hadn’t taken his eyes from yet.

      Frank did not feel good at all. He felt a deep trepidation and dread, but at least it was his feelings, if he had the ability to register the difference.

      When he finally did turn around, he saw the strange, fragmented space of Sector 5 behind him as always.

      The Black Sun had, after all, only been passing through on its way to the interior throne territories.
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      VI: Marine vs. Marine

      

      Sector 0, Sol

      

      They were too far away to see the brunt of the flames, but Anders saw the orange plumes that erupted into the air to the right, left, and behind them. It was a blowout of some kind, not the sustained force of an explosion, but immediately afterwards, there came the sudden, telltale thwap of meson bolts.

      Marine meson bolts—Anders gritted his teeth—from Marine heavy rifles.

      “Dalia, on me!” Anders was already turning to the nearest source of the screams and flares of purple-crimson laser fire.

      “Boss!?” Patch’s worried voice over the suit-to-suit communicator.

      “Stay with Jake. Find a way out, and take as many as you can with you,” Anders said, half-turning to nod at the younger Voider. Patch was only in his twenties, and like all of his strange cadre of space engineers, Anders would once have called him ‘callow,’ but Patch had been at Anders side in many fights and battles by now.

      “I trust you, Patch. You got this,” Anders said honestly. “You already know what we have to do. Protect the people.”

      He saw the young man nod back solemnly, and then Anders turned, pushing past the hurrying people with Dalia already in front of him, heading toward the shooting.

      “Rear guard action,” Anders said through gritted teeth as they broke through the last of the press of escaping people to see the last of the container-buildings before them, flashes of meson on the other side.

      A scream.

      “Golds!” He heard someone shouting from down there.

      Anders nodded to Dalia to take the other side of the container avenue, heading forward at pace, straight toward the firefight. Anders paused, hitting the wall for a moment to take a breath, and then…

      “Sensors,” he asked. His suit flashed with another blue wave, isolating four signatures on the other side.

      “Sir, we have an attack unit of four Throne Marines in classic clearing formation, heading toward your current location,” Moriarty informed him, and the screen obligingly showed readouts of their heavily-armored Marine power suits. “Your team is still running the security access hack codes, sir, so they won’t be able to get a sensor read on you.”

      “Good,” Anders said, just as there was another scream, and one of the New Edeners, a man in a ridiculously lightly-armored padded suit, was thrown back into Anders’s avenue, his chest smoking from a terrible laser wound.

      Breathe. There was nothing Anders could do for the man. Apart from avenge him. Three. Two…

      One.

      Anders moved from his crouch, raising his heavy rifle to sight the nearest of the Throne Marines—just a few meters away, and already sweeping his own rifle back toward him…

      

      Outcast Suit/Weapons Link…

      >>Full Charge...

      

      Anders felt his rifle kick with the fully-amassed charge that he used, powerful enough to deplete the entire field generator battery of the rifle in one shot—and powerful enough to burst the sphere of the Throne Marine’s blue shield and his chest plate. The blast sent the attacker flying back to the wide arched entrance that they had stepped out of, which still had trace patches of the glowing red chemical flash incendiaries they had used.

      Anders rolled back to the corner of his container, already moving up the alley as the return volley hit the edge, buckling the metal and exploding with crimson and purple fire.

      “Two are following,” Moriarty said as Anders leapt for the end of the container, back into the canteen space, and dodged behind the side of the wall.

      Thwap! Thwap! Bolts of fire burst past him, hungry and eager for their quarry.

      “In the avenue?” Anders hissed as he moved again, vaulting over one of the tables.

      “Affirmative.”

      But the two Marines didn’t come charging out as Anders had expected. No. Instead, something else spun through the air into the central space.

      “Grenade,” Moriarty said, a moment before there was an almighty flash, and Anders was pushed, skidding back to one of the pillars of the canteen space by the shockwave.

      

      Warning! Suit Impact.

      >>Front Plate -15%

      

      “Augh,” Anders grunted, pulling up his rifle just in time.

      

      Outcast Suit/Weapons Link…

      >>Marine Heavy Rifle 50% Charged…

      >>Burst Fire…

      

      Anders fired at the two shapes that bounded out of the space. Three shots, the first missing one, the next finding a leg and bursting over the blue field shell with enough force to bowl the Marine over, and the next hitting their colleague on the shoulder, spinning him around…

      And then Anders was pushing himself up and leaping forward again, right as the second Marine spun around.

      Anders’s rifle was recharging. He’d fired too much, but his booted feet hit the floor and he used the rifle as a club instead, hitting against the blue shield and the man’s helmet with a grunt of force, enough to push him back down as Anders spun to do the same to the one he’d hit in the leg.

      Both Marines were protected by fields, but both of their field-generated shields were also compromised, and Anders knew that his blunt force attacks would cause damage to the suits beneath—if he could keep up the pace.

      “Grargh!” The first Marine he had struck was already rolling out of the way of Anders’s rifle-butt sweeps. Anders knew that would give the Marine the space they needed to fire their weapon. Not good.

      Instead, Anders jumped toward the one on his left, grabbing the man’s rifle and twisting it as he swiveled on his hip, plucking it out of the man’s hand and reversing the grip so he had a heavy rifle in each hand.

      

      Outcast Suit/Weapons Link…

      >>Weapon Unrecognized!

      >> Error!

      

      “Frack!” Anders remembered that all ‘official’ Marine weapons were locked to the biometric identifiers of their user.

      By now, the second Marine had rolled into a crouch and had his own rifle—which wouldn’t be suffering a User Error!—rising straight at Anders’s chest.

      “Projecting shield,” Moriarty said in a nanosecond. The Marine fired, and there was an explosion of blue fractals and light as Anders was lifted off his feet and thrown against the Marine behind him. Anders’s power suit didn’t have any field shields that it could deploy like the better-equipped Throne Marines did, but his data-node, the small crystal-lace nano-computer that Anders and every other throne citizen had at their disposal, could—if they were an ex-military node like Anders’s was.

      But still, it wasn’t as strong or as good as having a fully-dedicated suit shield system.

      

      Warning! Suit Impact!

      >>Front Plate -60%

      

      Anders saw stars, and then a fragmentary blackness, before he was struggling in a nest of limbs from the Marine behind him. He kicked and rolled away, knowing that the first Marine would be firing on him at any moment…but they didn’t.

      Anders saw the look of shocked alarm from the Marine he had just kicked clear of as Anders brought his heavy rifle down on the man’s damaged helmet once again. There was a heavy clunk, and the man fell still.

      All of this only took a couple of heartbeats, and Anders realized that he wasn’t actually dead yet.

      Why didn’t that other one shoot me again? Anders turned to see that the other Marine who had already shot him once was motionless on the ground, with Dalia standing over him as her rifle slowly lost its glow.

      “You took your time,” she said. There was no time for a repost as there were still screams coming from behind them, and the heavy clank of more Throne Marines coming from their recently-cleared Central Tunnel 2.

      “Those four were only scouts,” Anders realized.
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      Interlude V: Gotcha

      

      “I said don’t kill them all!” Cread said in exasperation as his heads-up display started to scroll with kill figures.

      The commander-general stood at a bend in one of the service tunnels, surrounded by a heavy-suited team of black-and-golds, receiving the frontline reports and checking the digital map he had overlaying one half of his vision. In his hands, he held only one weapon—a long-barreled heavy meson pistol, especially designed with his direct supervision, and capable of emitting only a fraction less of the power of a Marine heavy rifle.

      The weapon couldn’t do salvo shot or burst fire, unfortunately, but Cread could oscillate the beams to make it powerful enough to shear through metal and power armor if he wanted.

      The pistol was, in fact, one of the few objects that Cread actually treasured and had made sure was salvaged from the wreckage of the Reaver, above and beyond any efforts to reclaim the bodies of the Marines who had served under him there.

      “Do you want us to stop termination orders?” Sergeant Keller asked quickly, without a hint of confusion or rancor. Cread took this to be a good sign from the woman. It meant that she had been at least trained well enough to not second-guess orders, just obey them.

      But still. Even the best trained of Marines were still only Marines—even if they wore sergeant’s stripes.

      “Don’t kill the psychic. PK J-14.” Cread threw, with a simple hand gesture, the image and associated biometric data on the youth to Keller’s suit. “And save Corsigon for me.” Another swipe and another packet of identifiable data. “The rest, you can kill.” The commander-general’s tone soured. “But if it turns out your incompetents have killed the very people that I want alive, then…”

      “That’s a negative, sir,” Keller said, again in that deadpan way. Her face was visible as a small live video feed in Cread’s HUD, and he could see the flashes of light across her eyes from the battle around her. She kept calm under pressure, he thought. Perhaps he should promote her to Acting Field Commander of Earth when he was in charge here.

      “I have data on your two wanted via feeds from the eastern attack trajectory and the forward team,” she said, and there was a dull ping as Cread’s suit accepted and opened the images.

      There was Corsigon, visible in deep shadow and fire relief as he was in the process of attacking the Marine whose suit had taken the image. A location marker had him just inside the main tunnel to the east of New Eden, and time-stamped about twenty-five seconds ago.

      He probably survived, then, Cread thought, as the image seemed to be of the heretic about to ram a rifle butt into the camera. The idea that the troublesome ex-policeman was still alive irked and pleased Cread in equal measure. At least he’ll be mine soon, he thought.

      The other image was from the forward team, the ones who had faced the most resistance as they had first blown the main access tunnel to the north of the rebel hideout, and then surged forward to fire into the masses of panicking people and hastily-assembled defenders.

      The fighting was still fierce there, Cread knew from his sensor readings, with the New Edeners deciding to fight every step of the way. Fools, Cread thought. They should have tried to surrender. Not that he would have showed them any mercy anyway, but he might have spared some of them for a labor camp or two.

      But the still from Keller’s forward team showed the blown-up image of two men, one in profile and the other already yanking at his arm. The other one wore a sort of Marine power suit, Cread squinted.

      “One of that Outcast lot,” Cread muttered in exasperation. Why hadn’t the Sol Marine forces dealt with them yet!?

      The person being dragged away was also wearing one of the Outcast suits but had his helmet-visor off. He was apparently resisting as he half-turned to face the forward team.

      It was J-14, Cread saw in a flash. Right there, before the front lines. It was the human psychic that the Eternal Empress so desperately wanted to control...and that the Eternal Empress was so desperately scared of.

      Cread grinned, primed his long pistol, and stepped out from the tunnel. “This way,” he commanded the waiting squad behind him.
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      VII: The Fall of New Eden

      

      “Jake! Jake, we gotta move!” Patch called out to the teenager behind him. The press of New Edeners was everywhere, streaming past to get away from the advancing line of Throne Marines who were systematically tearing apart the resistance.

      There was a loud cry as one of the factory workers, a man in a similarly sleeveless jerkin as the one they had met in the canteen square, flung himself from a higher level of the stacked container platforms, swinging a great metal industrial wrench almost as large as he was.

      Crack! Patch saw the wrench smash against the blue shield of one of the Marines, while in the same instant, a lance of purple meson fire shot the worker out of the sky. The impact of both was deadly, and the New Edener crumpled to the floor along with his target.

      But these small victories always seemed to come at such a price. For every group of Hazan’s guards who concentrated their fire in seemingly an unending stream of single shots to take down a blue shield and then the Throne Marine behind it, the guards were sought out by sharp and hot blasts of Marine rifles.

      Thap! And then there were the micro-missiles, small black shapes that exploded into the air from some of the Marines’ suits, shooting toward the vaulted ceilings before spearing down on individual trajectories, falling among New Eden guards and citizens alike.

      They were being overrun, and they were hopelessly outmatched.

      But it also appeared that Jake had no concern for the deadly fire hitting the walls and bodies around them. The youth had turned now, flinging off Patch’s grabbing gauntlet and pushing his way back through the lines, back toward the Throne Marines.

      “Jake, no!” the Void engineer made another desperate grab for the youth’s shoulder, only to feel the barest scrape of the youth’s Outcast carapace armor, and then Patch was buffeted aside by one of the fleeing New Edeners.

      “No!” There was a scrabble of flesh and bodies for a moment as Patch sought to fight his way toward the front line, only to see Jake marching over the fallen bodies and the slagged, burst-apart masonry and container walls all around him… The front line of the battle wasn’t being held at all, but there was a slight logjam as the New Edeners had managed to topple one of the containers over, and the Throne Marines’ own devastating firepower had created ruin before them…

      …into which the PK was advancing.

      Thap!

      Patch ducked—too late, of course, to dodge a laser shot, but his body moved instinctively all the same—when the corrugated wall near his head burst with slivers of purple and red.

      Oh no oh no oh no… he was thinking. The firing was too intense. There was no way that Jake would be able to survive such a barrage.

      And then the smoke cleared for a second, and for a moment of perfect stop-time, Patch saw the glittering, bright lights of the Throne Marine suit lights, the blasts of meson fire spearing outwards like a meteor shower—

      And there was Jake, standing in the center of the ruined avenue, his body hunched forward as he screamed ferally straight at the advancing line of Marines.

      Who reacted, of course, as Throne Marines do. With excessive force.

      Thap! Thap! Thap! The line exploded with the angry flare of crimson beams, shooting toward the PK, who threw one hand across himself as Patch felt a sick headache suddenly throb in his head.

      “Augh!” Patch groaned, driven to his feet by the wave of PK power, blinking the tears from his eyes to see that Jake was not dead. He stood, with a light show of burning meson balls around him, fizzing in mid-air.

      Jake howled, inhumanly once again, and the meson bolts shot back toward their origins, exploding fiercely in a flare of blue shields.

      Some of those meson bolts managed to get through, Patch saw. Some of the Throne Marines already had depleted shields thanks to the valiant efforts of the New Eden defenders, and they fell to their own weapon fire. But the psychic energies that Jake wielded did not care about the heavy, military-graded shielding of the Throne Marines. With snarl of power, Jake threw a hand forward, and Patch saw several of the glittering spheres of blue fly back with their encased Throne Marines inside like insects stuck in amber of their own making.

      “Stop!” Jake roared, and Patch once again felt the wave of sickness, headache, and nerve pain erupt from the youth. Even his voice sounded different.

      “Oh, hells…” Patch groaned. He did not have the calm, meditative authority of Dalia, and neither did he have the history with the PK that Anders did. The boss is going to be so angry about this, he found himself thinking as another sweep of Jake’s hand sent another two Marines flying back from the front line.

      To be replaced by more, always more…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Boss!”

      Anders’s suit communicator chattered in alarm with Patch’s voice. The ex-policeman ducked to one side as he saw one of the advancing Throne Marines in the east of the rebel sanctuary turn in his direction, and there was a flare of meson fire across his shoulder.

      Anders grunted and swung his rifle up, but he was too slow. There was another heavy purple blast from across the street to his position as Dalia sent the Marine flying backward. They were fighting a rear-guard action against what Anders thought could be an entire fire squad of Throne Marines—between twelve and eighteen of them—and the only advantage that Anders and Dalia had was that the stronghold of New Eden here was tight and packed with narrow avenues branching this way and that.

      We can move fast. Take potshots and retreat, Anders knew. They didn’t have to worry about trying to hold any position, whereas the only thing that stopped the Marines from overwhelming them was that they paused and bunched together every time they were fired on, never knowing if they were facing a concentrated defense or just random attacks from two assailants.

      But for every Marine they stopped, there were always more to take their place, and Anders and Dalia were fast being pushed deeper and deeper into the center of New Eden.

      The Edeners were massing at the southern edge, Anders could hear their cries and see their running bodies. Arya and the others had found another way through, and Anders could only hope that he and Dalia were buying some time for them.

      Thap! Anders rolled across one of the container avenues, shooting another lance of meson fire back toward the Marines, as Dalia copied his shot with another of her own.

      “Patch, report!” Anders said, old habits making him treat the others like a battlegroup as he bounced to his feet and started running once again, but this time down the avenues that led toward Patch’s signal.

      Which is right at the northern edge of New Eden! Anders saw with horror.

      “Boss, it’s Jake. It’s bad! I can’t get him to stop!” Patch said as Anders, and Dalia emerging out of an avenue beside him, burst into the central lane that ran through the heart of the colony—

      —and into a wall of crippling nausea and panic.

      Anders skidded and cried out, stumbling to a crouch as the impact of the PK force hit him like a bow-wave. When he managed to look up, he instantly saw the effect that Jake was having. The northern edge of the colony appeared to be rent and ruined, with containers thrown and jumbled around each other. There were flashes of both purple meson fire and the bright sparks of fraying electricity cables, as well as the near-constant flashes of blue shielding fields as the person in the heart of the chaos—the person around which the buildings appeared to enfold—continued his terrible rage.

      “Leave. Us. ALONE!” Anders heard Jake roar. The figure thrust his hands once again for one of the containers to suddenly flip and spin, straight through the air past him.

      “Maybe…” Anders breathed in a sort of stunned awe at the PK’s powers. Maybe he could even win… he thought as he saw more meson blasts flaring toward him, for them to explode in the air before they even got near, or sent winging back to the places they had been fired from.

      “He’s only one man,” Dalia returned immediately, already moving past Anders and keeping close to the wall, intent in every movement of her lithe body. She was already meters ahead of him when he heard her second, quizzical whisper over the communicator.

      “No one wins when the anger is uncontrolled,” she said as there was a sudden explosion of flame to one side of Jake.

      “Jake!” Anders called out as the entire northern end of New Eden washed in orange and red for a moment.

      Where is he? the commander wondered as his sensors swept once again, finding the youth, thrown to one side of the avenue and inside one of the burnt-open containers.

      Dalia had been right. Jake, for all of his power, was only one man. He didn’t have the attention to focus on a couple dozen Throne Marines coming for him, and maybe a dozen more converging on either side.

      CERACK! The container that had been sheltering him suddenly burst open, sending its corrugated plates flinging in all directions as Jake punched through his containment.

      “Watch out!” Anders had to dive to one side to avoid being hit by a gleaming-sharp splinter of metal, and Dalia rolled underneath it with a perfect, cat-like grace.

      And there was Jake, rising in the air as the meson blasts burst around him and flames lapped at the protective concave he was projecting in front.

      “Anders!” Dalia hissed, and he saw what she was referring to. A trio of Throne Marines had crept, perhaps from the eastern or the western attack groups, behind Jake and to the main avenue.

      Anders growled, landing on one knee as he fired a salvo of three shots, hitting one on the shield and forcing another to jump out of the way.

      Dalia had slightly better luck, spinning on her heel to fire her rifle twice, taking out one and forcing back the one that Anders had previously hit.

      But the third Marine did not pause in their mission, not hesitating in the incoming fire on their position or for the distress of their comrades. They were taking aim at Jake’s back…

      Anders flicked his rifle toward that Marine…

      Thap! But the Marine fired first, just as Anders pulled the trigger. It wasn’t the purple blast of meson fire that Anders feared, however, but a glittering cloud of small silver shapes. Darts!?

      The Throne Marine hit the side of the wall and slumped after Anders’s shot, but Jake didn’t have time to see what was coming for him as the darts shot into the youth’s exposed back, some clattering off his power suit, and others…

      Suddenly, the nausea in Anders’s belly stopped, and Jake fell to the ground from a height of almost two meters. Anders could swear that he heard a dull thump, like the snap of a broken bone.

      “Jake!” he shouted, already running down the avenue, Dalia right beside him.

      “Down!” Anders was suddenly knocked to one side as Dalia jumped into him.

      What!? For a moment, his shoulder hurt as he hit one of the container walls, but the mass of meson bolts peppering the main avenue floor showed him what Dalia had seen a split-second before he had.

      The Throne Marines were capitalizing on their sudden advantage, surging forward in a line, almost to the site of Jake’s downed body.

      “No!” Anders fired his rifle, and Dalia beside him did the same, but more meson shots were forcing them back to the edge of one of the containers, and then—

      —small black shapes, spinning through the air over Jake’s body and beyond, hit the central avenue floor once, twice, and—

      “Grenade!” Anders threw his body over Dalia’s, just as there was a vast wave of force that kicked him in the back.

      

      Warning! Suit Impact!

      >>Backplate Armor Plating -55%

      

      No-no-no... Anders whipped around, seeing more covering fire burn the floor of the central drag behind them and spark off the small avenue-alley that they had thrown themselves into.

      “Boss! Boss, come on!” he heard, both over his suit communicator and the Outcast suit sensors. It was Patch, emerging at the end of the alleyway and reaching out a hand. “They’re everywhere! We’re overrun!” he said in panic, but Anders wasn’t hearing him, already turning back to the burning main alley.

      “Don’t be a fool!” Dalia’s strong hands seized his shoulder and forced him to the floor, restraining and struggling as Anders fought to get back out there to try and save Jake.

      “He’s gone. You’ll only add yourself to the losses today!” the Ilythian hissed, tugging him back.

      “Maybe I’d rather!” Anders started to snap back in anger, but he stopped himself. He knew that he wouldn’t rather die out there. He knew that there were still people that relied on him, even in some small way.

      “Secure! Contain the area!” They heard the loud, projected shout from some sort of broadcast system that the Throne Marines were using, and Anders frowned, looking back at the burning central drag.

      Why aren’t they advancing? Anders blinked for a moment, his confusion allowing the Ilythian to pull him back with a frustrated grunt of her own.

      “Wait,” Anders gasped.

      “I told you once, policeman,” Dalia said. “If I have to knock you out and drag you out of here, don’t doubt that I wouldn’t!”

      Anders well believed that the Ilythian was entirely capable of doing so, and would do so, but he shook his head and held up a hand. “That’s not what Throne Marines do. Full-spectrum dominance. They don’t leave a job half-done,” he said, speaking from experience.

      “Moriarty,” Anders breathed. “Throne positions. Jake’s position.” Dalia lightened her hold just a tiny bit but looked very prepared to rifle-butt him at the slightest sign of stupidity.

      “Acknowledged, sir,” Moriarty spoke. “Throne Marines holding a defensive line across the main drag of New Eden, accepting the eastern and western task forces into their formation. No further action taken.”

      “And Jake?” Anders asked anxiously.

      “Throne Marines surrounding Jake’s position, sir. From his bio-signs, he was hit by tranquilizer darts, enough to keep him unconscious for approximately eighteen hours, sir,” Moriarty said.

      They mean to capture him, Anders knew, just as Moriarty confirmed it.

      “Throne Marines had picking up Jake and placing him into a mobile isolation tank, sir,” the simulated intelligence said. “They are starting to move back toward the northern entrance.”

      “They’re taking him!” Anders growled, and this time when he got up, he found no resistance from the Ilythian. “They’re stealing my friend!” Anders said angrily, moving lithely—not back down the avenue, but further out into New Eden to turn the corner to take a different way to the scene of the kidnap.

      Here, the container walls that formed this avenue were slanted and folded against each other, which gave Anders, Dalia, and Patch some cover as they crept forward.

      There ahead of them was ruined mess of the northern end of New Eden, and it looked like a bomb had gone off.

      Which, in a way, one did, Anders thought. There was also the site where a full battle with three times as many defenders might have taken place. There were slagged walls and tumbled containers on all sides, and great scorch marks and craters where meson blasts had hit.

      And there was the double-line of Throne Marines in battlefield formation, not close together but spaced out, with the forward Marines crouching by any available bit of wreckage as cover, and the second line standing, rifles up to their eyes as they scanned the avenue ahead.

      “We’re still running the throne security hack,” Anders hissed to the others as Patch flinched at the seemingly impenetrable line. “Their sensors won’t be able to find us.”

      He turned back, almost lying down to get a better view under the skirts of broken corrugated metals.

      Behind the double lines were the Throne Marines keeping pace beside a floating tube of white metal and blue field. An iso-tube. Anders gritted his teeth in dismay. He had spent time himself in one. Although they could be used for medical purposes, they were far more likely to be used for isolation-containment of truly dangerous heretics.

      Jake spent a lot of his early life in one, Anders thought with guilt and horror at how he was being treated. Jake, or J-14, had been snatched from his parents as a toddler when he had first started to display PK abilities, and he had spent the rest of his formative years being grown in a tube just a little bigger than that, where his genetic profile was sampled and extracted to help build the empress’s psychic clone program.

      They were guiding the iso-tube containing Jake back toward the main entrance where the Throne Marines had entered. They were turning Jake back into J-14.

      And there, suddenly visible amid the shoulders of the other Throne Marines, was a man in a much deeper black Throne Marine power suit, walking with a jaunty lightness to his step. The gold flashes and stars at the man’s shoulders and upper arms told Anders just what position the man held, and who he was.

      Commander-General Cread.
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      Interlude V: The Black Rose I

      

      Sector 1, Imperial 1

      

      >>Network Intrusion Denied!

      

      “Dammit!” swore the woman with the threadwork of black veins running over her face and down her neck. They weren’t tattoos; they were the effects of the bio-sciences of the once-green garden worlds, and they had saved the clone assassin formerly known as the Black Rose.

      Or Rose, as she now preferred to be called.

      Not that anyone will ever remember my name. This very uncharacteristic thought rolled through the assassin’s mind, and she even felt a twinge of something. A feeling that she had not been trained to have. Sadness? Regret?

      Whatever. The woman in the black-and-gray service suit, the same as any of the elite Throne Marine staffers who lived here on Imperial 1, shook her head. It didn’t matter now if no one remembered her. She had, after all, spent her whole life in the shadows as Commander-General Cread’s go-to weapon of choice.

      Assassinations. Executions. Interrogations. She had done them all, and she had been good at it. She had been designed to do it, after all.

      Currently, however, the most feared killer in all of the Reach of the Golden Throne was not feeling her status. Perhaps because she no longer enjoyed the alpha-bronze access she once had, ever since Cread had tried to kill her for failing him. It could also be due to the fact that she was standing in a dank, dark, rounded metal corridor, one of the accessways for refuse to come pouring through, by a control panel that should have allowed her to open the service hatch door in front.

      But it was more the frustration that annoyed her than her tiredness, or the smell of this place. She might have been locked out of every throne mainframe, but Rose had been trained in how to break them all. At least one of her personal collection of code-breaker viruses should have been able to get through a simple service hatch.

      

      >>Access Error! Network Intrusion Denied!

      

      Once again, the flashing orange words appeared in her personal data-field, eliciting a toothy growl from the woman—also a sign that she was far removed from the ice-cold murderess she had once been. Back when she had been garroting the throats of bandit warlords and disrespectful politicians, she would never have allowed herself even a moment of anger, anxiety, or in some cases, satisfaction.

      “What is going on!?” she demanded, rifling through her virtual data-wallet to find instead a much larger and more complex code-virus. “Dammit,” she swore again. She had been hoping to save this one for much later, and closer, to her target. She knew that with the likes of the Imperial 1 mainframe, with its dynamic processing and multiple planet-sized simulated intelligences, that she would only get one shot with each virus. As, within minutes, each one would be consumed into the code-library to form virtual antibodies against further attack.

      The only thing in her favor, she reckoned, was that she was just one lone person using just one code-virus out of an entire galaxy. She was banking on the fact that the Imperial 1 mainframe would hopefully lose sight of her small intrusions against the gigantic domain and mainframe attacks that were probably being hurled at them by the Ilythians and the Mondrauks and the Proximians.

      She hoped, anyway…

      Whatever. No sense in waiting. She applied the chosen virus with a simple tap of the data-crystal on her cuff to the door panel.

      

      >>Heartbreaker.exe Activated… Working…

      

      “Something’s happened,” Rose realized suddenly. Was she thinking slower now that she had emotions?

      But, as she watched the Heartbreaker virus near completion, she realized that what she had guessed must be true. There was no way that a simple service hatch down here in the bowels of Imperial 1 would be running high-level security unless the entirety of Imperial 1 was in lockdown.

      They’ve found me out, was her first thought.

      But no, she discarded it as soon as it arrived, because if the Throne Marines had found her, they would have already sent down a complement of warden drones or flooded the tunnels with noxious poisons or something.

      They’ve found the Sul’Daar missile, was her next, more alarming thought. She quickly swiped through her data-field to get to her low-frequency link with the distant transmitter she had installed as a backup precaution in the belly of the envoy cargo ship.

      

      >>Envoy-class Ship/Inventory/Main Hold/Ancillary Items…

      >>Live Feed?

      >>Y

      

      Rose found the live footage from the small drone-transmitter, and it showed the long, sarcophagus shape under the hump of old canvas and webbing at the rear of the main hold, traditionally the place for smaller items that did not need to be directly hooked up to the ship’s main inventory.

      Phew. It was still there. The proportions of the Ilythian planet-killer missile were still the same, and when she focused her scan settings a little, they read the same energetic frequencies they had before. It was still stable, and it hadn’t been deactivated.

      She could still use it, in other words. A slow, wicked smile spread over her face.

      

      >>Network Access Granted! Service Door Access!

      

      There was a cheery ding in front of her as the Heartbreaker did what it set out to do and scrubbed itself from the temp memory of the local mainframe.

      The service chute opened, revealing the metal ladder leading up to the section of the Imperial 1 known as the Inner Halls…

      And the Inner Halls, Rose knew, were the last public space before the personal demesne of the Eternal Empress herself.
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      VIII: Rescue Mission

      

      Sector 0, Sol

      

      “Their projected course doesn’t take them back to Port Helena,” Moriarty confirmed in Anders’s personal field.

      Anders, Dalia, and Patch were stepping as lightly and silently as they dared down one of Earth’s subterranean passageways after the Throne Marines that had stolen Jake from them. At their feet crunched bits of rubble and broken brick from where the Marines had broken into New Eden’s tunnel system, and Anders knew that were he to take his visor-suit helmet off, he would still smell the smoke.

      But a lot of them got out. A lot of them got out, Anders told himself. Anders had to tell himself. It was, at least, a fact that he was sure of thanks to the furthest reach of Moriarty’s scanners, which had predicted that, of the thousand or so estimated residents of New Eden, at least seven or eight hundred had survived.

      “Seven or eight hundred,” Anders muttered under his breath. That meant that almost a fifth had been shot down by the Throne Marines. One fifth, killed for absolutely no reason whatsoever, as the commander-general had called off the assault on New Eden as soon as he had recovered Jake.

      “Boss?” It was Patch, his voice questioning as he looked back at Anders, who had forgotten to turn off his suit-to-suit communicator as he muttered.

      “It’s nothing,” Anders whispered, nodding to the Void engineer that it was all okay, even if it really wasn’t, before passing him to crouch next to where the Ilythian knelt by the bits of rubble that looked out to the deep cutting beyond that ran through the trees.

      Anders’s visor compensated for the sudden glare of sunlight, and then for the booming rasp of thrusters as another of the Throne Marine transports rose, slowly, into the air before turning in place to follow its predecessor.

      “Heading in the opposite direction of Port Helena?” Anders frowned.

      “Affirmative, sir,” Moriarty said.

      “Can you get chatter?” Anders asked, knowing that Moriarty—even though he was only located in a singular data-node—was very proficient in hacking and tracking communications.

      “Already working on it, sir,” Moriarty’s cultured, debonair voice returned, and there was a small chime as a line of green code scrolled down one side of Anders’s holographic HUD inside his visor.

      

      >>Outcast Power Suit...

      >>>Communications Systems...

      >>>Scanners and Telemetry…

      >>>Command Override/Moriarty.exe…

      

      Anders’s entire forward screen washed with green before isolating into several different electromagnetic signals, each one glowing stronger or weaker depending on the ‘noise’ of the chatter.

      “We have our own hacked throne signatures, which makes it easier, but I will need to find a backdoor,” Moriarty said.

      

      >>Scanning…

      

      Luckily, however, whenever there was a force of a few hundred individuals like the current Throne Marine strike group, and with so many different sorts of logistics from armaments to transport to medical and orders flying around, there was always bound to be a weak link in the chain, and Moriarty found it in the form of one particular Marine, sending an unsecured message while no one was looking to his wife back in Port Helena.

      

      >>Isolating Signal…

      >>>Running Moriarty.exe…

      

      “We’re in, sir,” the simulated intelligence said, sounding pleased with itself, even.

      “All I want to know is how Jake is, and what they plan to do with him,” Anders growled as multiple lines of hacked communications started scrolling along at the bottom of his visor—everything from general flight controls to the banter that occurred between soldiers.

      “Filtering, sir,” Moriarty said, before there was another dull chime as the information appeared.

      

      THRONE MARINE STRIKE GROUP ALPHA

      Commanding Officer: CREAD, Ld. Gen.

      

      Mission Parameters:

      
        	Isolate and capture J-14.

      

      Current status: Throne property held in isolation. Vital signs low but stable. Fluctuating neurological activity. Multiple minor physical traumas.

      
        	Disrupt and eliminate insurgents.

        	Return J-14 to the Gene Temple.

      

      

      “They’re taking him to the Gene Temple,” Anders groaned. He had never seen it, of course, but he had heard of it. The cult-center and laboratory of this sect of the Gene Seers—the ones that allowed humanity to regrow limbs and stay forever young—was talked about in hushed terms by the Throne Marines that Anders had once been part of. Even though no one knew where it was—and none had guessed that the Eternal Empress had hidden it far, far away on Old Earth—it was still a place that was wondered about.

      There, the Gene Seers perfected their science of the biologically possible. There, they tried out all sorts of things before they were sent anywhere.

      All sorts of things, Anders thought. Like messing around with splicing human and alien DNA...

      Like creating the LOHIU, the being that Anders, Dalia, Patch, and Jake had originally come to save.

      “We got coordinates for it?” Anders growled.

      “We do, sir, from Commander Malady of the Outcast Marines,” Moriarty confirmed. Anders shared his information over a grim look with Dalia beside him. The last Throne Marine transport was lifting off behind them as they spoke, and Commander Corsigon was aware of every second that passed being a second that brought Jake close to the same group of people who had experimented on him for decades.

      “And I think I know a way to get there quickly,” Anders said, remembering something. “Or at least, someone who knows how to get there quickly.”
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      Interlude VI: The New Commander-General of Earth

      

      “I said, stand down, Architrex!”

      Jake awoke to a pain in his head, and the sounds of an argument in his ears. For a moment, he couldn’t work out just who was talking, as he couldn’t see them. Instead, all he saw were strange washes of blue light everywhere he turned his head.

      “Look, he’s waking up. We haven’t got time for this, Commander-General!” said a new voice, a deep, heavy sort of a voice that sneered and sounded slimy, somehow.

      Blue. Jake blinked, remembering. It didn’t matter how much he blinked, the blue was there whenever he opened his eyes. Just as it had always been there before, too, when he…

      “I will tell you what you have got time for, Architrex!” shouted the first speaker, whose voice was filled with murderous rage. “I am the commander-general. I am the second to the empress herself!”

      Blue. Like when I was growing up, Jake thought bitterly. Not that he had done much ‘growing up’ given he had spent most of his formative years in and out of bio-containment tanks, which were filled with blue field energy or blue nutrient liquids…

      No. I can’t be back here. I can’t…

      “The second?” the smooth yet slimy voice of the Architrex countered. “Strange. I thought that there were two commander-generals. And that each of them was equal to the other, and equal to me, the Primarch of the Gene Seers?” Even in his panic, Jake could hear the heavy tread of the man’s footsteps as the leader of the genetic doctors paced whatever room was outside.

      “And might I remind you that the Eternal Empress has given me my own orders. I have to equip the LOHIU and J-14 together!”

      I am not J-14! I am Jake! The youth felt panic rip through him. This was all like it was before. Like it was before the LOHIU had managed to release him from his containment on a distant border world. He never had a name before Commander Corsigon had given him one. If his parents had ever given him his own name, it had been conditioned out of his memory by the Gene Seers. Jake had resigned himself to being a number for the rest of his life, to being woken by stimulant chemicals whenever his ‘doctors’ had wanted him to perform some trick for them, or for them to take his blood, before he was sedated back to sleep again.

      Jake knew now that this had all been a part of the Eternal Empress’s program of genetic cloning—a science that was supposed to be outlawed. She had created, from a mixture of his DNA and others, the psychic clones that could act as transmitters for the Archon’s power, releasing enough energy to destroy entire cities, even worlds.

      And I was a part of that, somehow. Shame and frustration welled up inside him as he opened his mouth to silently scream.

      Jake felt a sudden reverberation through him and the field that contained him.

      “Dear stars! I thought you sedated it!?” said Commander-General Cread.

      It!? I am not an it! Jake once again howled, for there to be another sudden shake from the field and the tube that contained him.

      “He has the PK-suppressive dose appropriate for his size and estimated powers!” the Architrex said.

      “Well, give him double, for stars sake!” Cread sounded exasperated as Jake howled his anger, and the containment unit that he was trapped within started to shake, despite the powerful forcefields that supposedly held him, or the drugs that would have sent anyone else into a coma.

      That’s right! You should be scared of me! Jake howled inside his confinement, just as there was a sudden punch of heavy tranquilizers into his system. Jake felt his thoughts starting to lose their angry edge, and for him to start feeling dull, heavy…

      No. He fought to maintain his grip on his anger. He fought to keep it, as one of the few things that was even his anymore.

      “More! Give it more!” Cread demanded, for there to be another wave of exhaustion reaching Jake’s mind.

      I’m not an it… His thoughts started to feel fuzzy and distant. It was hard for Jake to keep them in the order they were supposed to be…

      “You see? You can barely do your own job, Architrex!” the voice of Commander-General Cread crowed victoriously. “Do you really think that I am going to stand by while you almost allow one of the most prized tools of the Golden Throne to kill us all!?”

      “Pfagh!” the Architrex snarled his own anger at the commander-general. Jake’s thoughts started to smooth into a tranquil blackness.

      “Your opinions count for nothing here in this temple, Commander-General. I have my orders from the herald himself, which came from the Eternal Empress herself. I am to supervise the connection of the LOHIU and the J-14 subject. You have played your part already, Cread, and you have played it badly.”

      Jake felt the angered voices growing more and more distant as he dove into deep unconsciousness. Only fragments remained.

      “Then let me remind you of something else, Architrex,” he finally heard the commander-general say, and his voice was polite, urbane, and cold. “Let me remind you that I now have a full brigade of Throne Marines inside your facility, and I have all the security codes for the offensive satellites of Earth. You are relieved of your duties, Architrex Vasad Aug’Osa, for incompetence.”

      “What!? You cannot do this!”

      “Seize him! Remove any weapons and data-nodes from the Architrex, orders of the new Commander-General of Earth!”
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      IX: Cart

      

      “You want to what!?” snarled Hazan, glaring at Anders and the others, still panting from their desperate run back through the ruined township of New Eden, following the mass of refugees as they made their way through the tunnels.

      “Your man said that he had scouted out the Gene Temple, and that he got there via your carts,” Anders repeated, thumping the chest of his suit to try and get the oxygen filter to work a little better. The necro-robot Malady had done a lot to make sure that these power suits were fit for purpose, but they were still ancient. The orange warning light blipped to a comforting green again as the oxygen filter appeared to work.

      Hazan snorted in disgust, and his emotion was so apparent that he even let drop the laser rifle he had been holding at Anders’s chest. The New Eden refugees had been easy to catch up with, as several hundred people could only travel as fast as the slowest—the elderly, the infirm, and the children.

      Thank the stars that the Throne Marines aren’t still after them, Anders thought with a sigh, before flicking a glance at the other group of human scouts who had converged on the interlopers with Hazan, who still did have their laser rifles trained on them.

      “They’ve got one of our own,” Anders said grimly. “You have to appreciate that fact. I have to get him back.”

      Anders saw nervousness flicker through the eyes of the assembled scouts and would-be soldiers. Some of them understood that sort of loyalty.

      “The Marines got your psychic, you mean?” Hazan turned back with a snarl. It was apparent from the scorn in his voice that Hazan didn’t understand that sort of loyalty.

      “Sounds to me like they took him back to where he belongs, with the rest of those freaks and mutants!” Hazan scoffed.

      “Idiot!” hissed an enraged Patch, already pushing past Anders as more of the laser rifles swept up to meet the Void engineer, who was reaching to grab their leader.

      “Patch!” Anders grabbed the Voider’s shoulder just before he could reach Hazan, but the two were locked in a fierce stare that promised violence at any moment.

      “Tell your boy to step back, Commander,” Hazan snarled, earning another growl from Patch in front of him.

      “We came here to help you, you moron!” Patch whispered back furiously. “We’re your only hope of ever breaking out from under the yoke of the Eternal Empress! You want to live underground forever? Running from one hideout to the next? You want your children to grow up like that!?”

      You want to keep your children alive? Anders silently added, thinking of the cosmic evil that was coming for them all. Anders knew that he should tell Patch to calm down again, but he quite agreed with him.

      “We’ve done alright so far!” Hazan snapped, just as another shape pushed through the circle of guards. It was a slightly smaller figure, but she was no less mighty in her fury for it. The two children she clutched to her sides were even smaller.

      “Actually, Hazan, I do want a future for my children! And so would their father, if he was still alive!” Arya said with cold steel in her voice.

      Hazan’s eyes flickered down to Apple and Sven at Arya’s side. Their faces were grimy with soot and the ashes of their home, and their eyes were wide. “Take them away, Arya. This is no place for children.”

      “No?” Arya said defiantly. “You remember their father, Ricardo? You know that he was a brave scout—the bravest! He would be telling you that these children have a right—that we all have a right–to a say in our future. That all that matters is that we survive. Us humans. Together.”

      Hazan’s eyes flickered with some troublesome emotion, and Anders could tell that there was a story here, one about the death of Arya’s partner and those children’s father. Another brave man lost to the uncaring dominance of the Eternal Empress, perhaps…

      “Exactly, Arya.” Hazan held on stubbornly. “Ricardo wanted us to survive. And I’m trying to do that. We get to Granite. We start over. We got some supplies…”

      “And then what, Hazan!?” Arya burst out. “You look at these two children and you tell them what their future is going to be? Is it going to be better? Is it going to get worse for them? Does this golden empress and all her soldiers show any sign of leaving the planet like you said they would? They’ve been here for years, Hazan! They have families out there in Port Helena. They’re not the ones going anywhere! We are!”

      Hazan opened his mouth to say something else that was equally accusatory, but the ex-detective saw his eyes fall on Apple and Sven, and he stammered for a moment.

      “And what if what these people say is true, Hazan?” Arya continued on a quieter, but still desperate, note. “We know that they’ve been doing all sorts of strange things up there at the temple. They’ve got people that can move stuff with their minds. That can kill with their minds. That can do anything…”

      “At least let us try to stop it,” Anders said softly. “Let us try to get our friend back.”

      Hazan glowered, looking from Arya to Anders, Patch, and Dalia. “And I guess you want one of the carts to do it?”

      “We need to get there as soon as possible,” Anders said.

      The chief scout and guard of the human colony, who had clearly taken it upon himself to try and protect his people, hung his head “Fine. Jin?” He nodded to one of the armed scouts. “Take them to the depot. Give them what they need.”

      “Thank you,” Arya breathed in relief, before nodding toward Anders. Get it done, the look said, and Anders nodded back.

      I’ll try, he thought…although he had no idea how.
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        * * *

      

      The carts of the New Edeners, it turned out, looked like heaps of junk to Anders, but they were treasures to Patch McGuire.

      “Electric propulsion?” he asked, marveling at huge coils of batteries that sat, partly-covered, in the back compartment.

      The scout, Jin, had taken them almost all the way back to New Eden before turning down smaller access tunnels that ran under the surface of the earth—some appearing to even have slabbed floors as if they had once been arcades or streets. Finally, however, they passed a broken-open metal railing and walked down a long flight of stairs illuminated by their suit lights. Jin had led them to a place that smelled of asphalt and grease.

      Some kind of engine yard, Anders had realized, seeing multiple arched hangars containing more of these strange, tubular, and metal-wheeled contraptions, slowly rusting into the gravel beneath.

      A few of these ‘carts,’ however, appeared to have been re-fit by the New Edeners. Their short, almost rounded bodies were built-up with extra plates of metals soldered and bolted onto the sides.

      “Yeah, we’ve electrified a section of the tracks. Or Port Helena has,” Jin said with a rakish smile. He had long, black hair held back in a ponytail and the same mixture of service jackets and outrigger gear that was clearly patched and re-worked. Jin nodded to one side of the engine yard, where large metal boxes on the walls had been broken into, and there were multiple cables snaking in and out, rejoining here and there and affixed to the walls by the New Eden engineers.

      “I think I got it. Just simple forward, brakes, thrust…” Patch was already hovering over the driver’s seat in the open-air forward part of the carriage, looking at the various levers and pulls.

      “Sir!” Moriarty said in Anders’s ear, just as there was a flash of color ahead of them.

      “What was that!?” Jin growled, already unslinging his laser rifle to sight down the front of the train.

      “Moriarty, report,” Anders ordered. It had been a blue flash. The same color as field technology.

      “Intermittent energy readings, sir. Sudden buildup and transference of field-generated energy,” Moriarty confirmed, just as there was another flash, and this one was a lot closer…

      Getting closer, Anders realized. “Patch, I think we need to get moving now!” he said as the flashes continued, getting closer and closer.

      “Initiating movement scans,” Moriarty said. Anders’s screen washed with blue before suddenly isolating something, flying up into the air ahead of them.

      And another thing.

      “Trap drones!” Anders called as Patch pulled on the brake release, and their cart started to move—so slowly—forward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The constrained air of the tunnel howled as Patch pushed their cart to move faster and faster, right as there was another blue flash springing up in front of them.

      “Down!” Anders shouted, seeing the spray of gravel the instant that the small device jumped up into the air.

      Trap drones were designed as an install-and-forget system, Anders knew. He had installed them many times himself. They were usually placed in the no-go areas between civilian and Marine bases, more as a deterrent than anything else. The idea was simple. If a civilian got too nosy about the workings of the Throne Marines, a trap drone would activate automatically as it sensed their movements, and then it would explode.

      It was a simple deterrent, but a deadly one.

      There was a flash of crimson, and a wave of heat rolled over the side of the cart, flaring like the burst of thruster rockets over the edges.

      

      >>Warning! Suit Impact. Thermal Shielding -10%...

      

      It was only ten percent, Anders thought, crouching in the footwell beside Dalia and Jin as Patch between them similarly huddled at the foot of the chair, pushing on the thrust pedal with both hands.

      Another crimson light flashed as another trap drone went off, flinging its body at the accelerating cart. The forward cone of the cart erupted with the thwacks of impacting metal bodies and more, always more, flames.

      “Stay down!” Anders shouted. Their Outcast suits could stand up to most of the impacts, couldn’t they?

      But there are so many.

      “How do we know where we’re going!?” Patch cried out.

      “We’re on tracks!” Anders hissed back, guessing what the twin lanes of metal railings on the floor at the bottom of these tunnels were for. They were the points of electrified contact that dragged the heavy metal wheels along, weren’t they?

      “But the tunnels curve, boss!” Patch growled back. “Acceleration. Physics. Laws of Motion!”

      “Ah,” Anders said. The cart gave a jumping wobble on its tracks as if to prove Patch’s point. In answer, the Void engineer quickly popped a head up to see ahead. Anders saw his face blanch just before there was a rolling wave of crimson engulfing Patch’s suit.

      “Patch!” Anders grabbed his shoulder, but he was already falling backward into the metal floor. His visor was smoking and blackened with soot and char.

      “Patch! Can you hear me?” Anders asked, shaking the other man’s shoulders slightly as the cart around them shook from one side to another.

      “Ugh…” The Voider groaned and lifted a thumb before hastily rubbing at the crystal-plate of his visor to reveal a very pink but otherwise healthy face underneath.

      “I’m okay, boss…” Patch said weakly. “More bruised than burned,” he reached up to rub his back where he had been thrown backward.

      Just as the cart shot out around a bend, out of the mined area of the trap drones apparently, and into broad daylight.
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      Interlude VII: Departures

      

      Sector 3, Aries

      

      Group-Captain Rigar of the Red Judges Defense Force—a hastily-convened organization mostly comprised of the mine union workers of the heavy industrial factories on the planet of Aries below—looked at the assembled lights that spread across the heavens of his ochre world and growled.

      It was nighttime for this hemisphere, which was usually the time that Rigar, lately of Fifth Foundry smelting site, liked the most. But he was no longer out there in the hillsides and scree piles that surrounded Fifth Foundry, where he would camp over a synth-ale with a few friends, looking up at the stars of his home, and the satellites that transmitted the daily production quotas back to Imperial 1.

      At least they won’t be getting a jot of our labor, he thought grimly as he looked once again at the moving satellites. Imperial satellites, which were probably as much for spying purposes as they were for trade.

      No, Group-Captain Rigar was nowhere near the mountains of his home. He was instead on Aries 1, the giant spaceport and principle city of the largest of the Red Judge colony worlds. He was in Hephaestus Tower, which up until a few nights ago had been the foothold of imperial bureaucracy on his beloved red world.

      Rigar grinned as he remembered the shocked faces as he and the rest of Fifth Foundry Union had pulled the power to Hephaestus Tower. The Red Judges, with all their technical experience, had proved very good at getting around the throne’s advanced technologies. They had then stormed the doors and walls, easily overpowering the Marines inside with their Red Judge servo-assisted strength suits.

      But now, as he looked up at the lights of the spy satellites and the distant haze of light beyond them, Rigar felt a moment of trepidation.

      You see, the skies over Aries—whichever hemisphere you lived in—did not usually have that hazed ribbon of light across the face of the night. That, Rigar knew from the forward scouts and the information sent by the Proximians and the Secari, was one of the largest massed fleets of the Throne Marines.

      Enough to make a new nebula up there, the man thought glumly. Rumor had it that even more ships were there than the Golden Throne had used to repel the Ilythian and the Mondrauk attacks.

      To crush the Ilythian and Mondrauk fleets, Rigar corrected himself.

      “When are the Secari promising to get here?” he growled over his shoulder as he leaned out over the black-metal balcony of Hephaestus Tower. Behind him, there was a flurry of movement as other Red Judges worked, night and day, to try and coordinate the defense of Aries.

      And not just the defense of our lives, Rigar knew. The Secari and the Proximian fleets were supposed to get there any day now. They had been conducting raids and skirmishes on throne military bases and deep-space depots, but the attacks were too few and disparate.

      Suddenly, the war against the rule of the empress and the Reach of the Throne had centered around them, the Red Judge worlds. Instead of a campaign that could be strategized and planned, the war for independence and its brutal crackdown had suddenly coalesced here.

      Aries was to be the lightning point. The place where all their freedom was either won or lost. Forever.

      “Boss?” It was Carly, one of Rigar’s trusted seconds. She had worked down in the lower pits of Fifth Foundry with him. She had dug her own way out of the collapse of Pit 17, and a few years later, she had been instrumental in going back down into the upper seam when there had been a dangerous gas leak, risking her own life to rescue the work teams trapped there. Rigar trusted her. He trusted her opinion over almost every other.

      “I just got off the communicator with Big Chief H’jchk,” Carly stumbled over the name but persevered. “He says they’ve got a Pillar-of-Empire at Seca Prime, and that is tying up at least half his forces…”

      “What!?” Rigar growled. He was angry and frustrated, but he knew that perhaps he should have been expecting something like this. Just one of the largest of the battle-platforms of the throne could dominate an entire colony world, and the Secari chief would understandably try to protect his home.

      But we need to fight together! He balled his metal-clad fists over the railing and felt the metal start to squeal as it protested and bent under the immense pressure.

      “And the Proximians?” Rigar said, his tone a little harsh—not that Carly seemed to mind.

      “Brigadier General Fiennes has said that he can spare twenty-five of their New Dawn re-fitted attack vessels…”

      “Great.” Rigar rolled his eyes. He knew what that phrase ‘re-fitted attack vessel’ meant. It meant the mercenary ships and the merchant tugs that the Proximians had been secretly outfitting and armoring for years. They were good against civilian-world and merchant ships, but as a client world, the Proximians were not allowed any official military of their own by order of the Eternal Empress.

      “Because Proxima has been attacked,” Carly continued.

      “How bad?” Rigar half-turned this time.

      “Well…” Carly shook her head behind him. “Fiennes says he doesn’t know. But the chatter on the data-net is that it’s bad. Real bad.”

      “They’ve been attacked before.” Rigar turned back to view the new constellation of throne ships far above. “They’ve suffered the empress’s wrath. They survived,” he said. That had always been one of the things that he admired about the would-be republicans of Proxima. Every couple of generations, they tried again, no matter how many trade embargoes or ports were attacked, or political and guerilla leaders executed by the Throne.

      “Well…” Carly’s tone was, for the first time ever, hesitant. “One report is saying that half of Proxima is burning, sir.”

      Rigar blinked. He knew that wasn’t a poetic turn of phrase. Carly didn’t go in for poetry. If she said that half of Proxima was aflame, then that probably meant that it was.

      The group-captain of the newly-minted Red Judge Defense Force had turned back to Carly, so he didn’t see the change in the skies behind him. But he saw the change in Carly’s eyes as they flickered past his shoulder. First, she frowned in confusion...but then they widened in fear…

      “What is it!?” Rigar turned back to the bent railing, and as soon as he was facing that direction, he felt the wave of nausea and horror rise up from his guts.

      It was somehow coming from the stars above.

      The haze of light that had stretched across the nighttime skies of Aries like a new galactic nebula had changed. It had become disrupted, with an expanding, shredding hole appearing in its center, revealing nothing but blackness behind it.

      “What’s happening?” he asked, but Carly didn’t have the answer. “Sensors!” he called out, flinging a gloved hand before him to activate his personal data-field and allow the long-range scanners of the Aries port to transmit images of what they picked up.

      Rigar’s stomach was churning, and he felt his heart quicken, but he didn’t know why. He wasn’t a man usually prone to anxiety, but this tremor he was feeling was unavoidable. And it seemed to be getting worse.

      The images in his field showed the sudden, bright vectors of a hundred thousand throne military vessels—many, many fighter craft and their supporting dropships and transporters…

      But they were all peeling away from something, firing field and traditional positioning thrusters as they desperately sought to get out of the way of each other and of whatever was pushing through them…

      Is it the Secari? The Proximians? For the briefest of moments, Rigar had the wild hope that he was looking at some new attack by his allies.

      But something deep in the marrow of his bones told Rigar that he wasn’t. That whatever this disturbance was, it did not bode well for either the Red Judges or the throne. Or anyone else.

      It looked like a perfect black sphere was pushing through the center of the imperial position. So deep black that it emitted no light or field energy or plasma of its own, but its surface caught and reflected a thousand flaring lights of the imperial ships’ engines as they fought to get away.

      Suddenly, Rigar knew that if he was feeling fear, down here a few thousand leagues away on the surface of Aries, just at the sight of that strange thing, then the throne pilots and staffers up there must be feeling mortal terror…

      There was the first flares of fire and plasma as the first collision amongst the Throne Marine ships happened, followed by another. The vast majority of the throne fleet had managed to scatter, but those nearest the arrival of the alien orb had apparently been too surprised or too terrified to move quick enough…

      “B-Boss...What is that thing!?” Carly asked, now near Rigar’s shoulder and looking at the vast alien orb that had now exited the imperial cloud and was continuing out of the Aries System.

      “I don’t know…” Rigar whispered, almost unable to take his eyes from that thing—whatever it was. Group-Captain Rigar was not a man to ever study xeno-mythology. He had no idea what a Black Sun or an Archon was, so he had no name for the thing he was looking at as it exited his home system, but Rigar knew one thing, at least...

      Any Throne Marine discomfort was their gain.

      “Attack!” Rigar suddenly gripped the railing once again as the top rung bent in his grasp. “Send everything! Attack!”
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      X: The Gene Seer Forest

      

      Sector 0, Sol

      

      Suddenly, the cart was charging into the greens and golds of forest and sunlight, and Anders realized that they had fought—and ran—through the night and into the next day.

      And still, Cread has Jake…and was probably already at the Gene Temple, where Anders was horrified at the prospect of what could be happening to him there.

      The cart burst through the woods, inside its own culvert-like ditch with stubborn moss and leaf litter exploding from the heavy metal rails that were staked to the ground. Above them, the tops of the culvert held trees that reached down, almost toward the burnt and dented walls of the damaged cart, which was wobbling and bouncing on its rails with alarming recklessness.

      “Woah!” Anders was thrown against one of the walls and had to grab the railings as he was sure one entire set of metal wheels lifted from the track before hitting the ground again with a heavy thump!

      “Patch!” he yelled, but it was Jin who got to the pilot’s seat first, pulling on the brake lever for there to sound a protesting screech and a spray of sparks as they started to slow down.

      “Anders!” the Ilythian behind him hissed, and he turned quickly at the alarm in her voice, seeing the Ilythian half-risen from her crouch and looking back the way they had come. They couldn’t see the tunnel that had spat them out, and Anders realized that even in those few moments, their speed had thrown them deep into the forest.

      “What is it? Throne Marines?” Anders asked, moving hand-over-hand down the railings to join the Ilythian.

      “No… Perhaps,” the long-limbed, large-eyed alien replied as she scrutinized the tops of the embankment behind them. “I thought I saw something back there… Movement…”

      Anders growled, raising his heavy rifle. “Moriarty? Bio-signature scan,” he said tersely, and, as Moriarty complied and the green swathes of light washed over his visor, he murmured to Dalia under his breath. “Well, they can’t be Throne Marines, as they’d be shooting at us by now if they were.”

      The creatures following them didn’t shoot at them, because these beings didn’t even have guns.

      “Sir, multiple movement signatures on either side, but I can’t read their biology,” Moriarty was saying, just as there was a flash of movement almost overhead, between the trees.

      “What is it!?” Anders was sure he saw something tawny like fur. A suggestion of limbs…

      There was another flash of movement, this time almost abreast of the cart. Anders saw something that was extending its legs the way human runners did, before it veered off and vanished behind the tree line. But there was something about the movement that struck Anders’s eye strangely. The runner had an odd, loping sort of a gait...

      If they are running after us, they can move fast! he thought, realizing that their cart, even though it was slowing, was moving many, many times faster than even the fastest human sprinter.

      The fastest natural human sprinter, Anders realized, just as there was a grunt and something burst from the tree line above them, scissoring and kicking its legs as it leapt.

      This was the forest of the Gene Seers, wasn’t it? They didn’t have to obey the laws of natural human capabilities at all, did they?

      The first hit the nose one of their cart with a snarl, its black-taloned hands scratching and catching on the plates of metal for a second before it looked up—straight at the terrified Jin and Patch—and howled.

      It was human, sort of. Or somewhere near human, anyway. The creature was human in general body type, but their muscles and form were easily almost a foot or so larger than the civilian average, with thick slabs of muscle and corded tendons similar to many of the enhancements that a wealthy Throne Marine might buy from the Gene Seers.

      But that was where the similarity with its parent genetic family ended. Its body was covered with a dark, short fur that was black and brindle, and its legs appeared to have an extra segment—until Anders realized that it was actually a long, backward-jointed foot, like a kangaroo or a dog.

      The creature’s hands were heavy with claws, and their arms were strong, attached to wide shoulders mounded with a mane of longer, dark hair, and its head…

      “Dear stars!” Patch stumbled back involuntarily, because the creature’s head was like a cross between a dog and a human. It had an almost-muzzle filled with crooked fangs, but it had light golden eyes that were shaped like a human’s.

      “Ghraar!” With one pull of its arms, the creature vaulted toward them, up over the nosecone of the cart.

      Phzzt! Dalia shot it, the purple-white bolt from her heavy rifle hitting the thing squarely in the chest before it could get a chance to land and sending it flying away from the cart.

      “Nice shooting!” Anders breathed.

      There were more snarls from the tops of the embankments as more of the gene-altered humans leapt, kicking their legs and reaching with their talons toward them.

      “Fire at will!” Anders bellowed.
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        * * *

      

      One of the creatures had seized the nearest metal rail by Anders and took a swipe at him.

      Tzt! A flash of blue field light from the shield that Moriarty had thrown up from Anders’s data-node rebuffed the attack. There was the smell of burning hair, and Anders swept the butt of his rifle across…

      …only to miss the wolf-like human as it ducked. They were quick. Augmented reflexes, Anders realized as he reversed the weapon.

      “Oof!” The creature had already thrown itself bodily at him, flinging both of them backward in a tangle of metal-clad limbs and furred ones. Moriarty’s weak blue shield flared once again, but the creature appeared too incensed to notice. The shield broke, and the creature seized Anders’s suit plates and began to pull.

      

      Warning! Suit Impact! Front Plate -15%…

      

      It was strong, too. While Anders was sure that it wouldn’t be able to tear and scratch its way through the suit plates, it had already levered claws over the front breastplate and was pulling hard, and there was the sound of a creak and the pop of wires…

      It doesn’t have to punch through the battle-plate! Anders saw. All it had to do was to break enough of the seals that the plate would become useless, and any moment now—amid the wrestling, scratching and snarling limbs—the creature would find one of the rubber seals and pull it apart to reveal the soft under-mesh suit that Anders wore underneath the armor…

      

      Warning! Suit Impact! Front Plate Compromised…

      

      Anders struggled, seizing the creature’s wrists and attempting to break the thing’s grip, but it was too strong. Stronger even than him with the mechanical augments that the suit gave him.

      “Moriarty!” Anders hissed in a moment of panic.

      “I have an idea, sir,” his simulated intelligence said, always in the same steady tones. The program’s suave attitude did not fill Anders with confidence, however, as he would have preferred at least for someone to recognize the horror he was in. The creature’s face was inches away from the faceplate of his visor, spittle and hot breath hitting the crystal-plate.

      

      >>Outcast Power Suit Override/Moriarty.exe...

      >>>Suit Reserve Battery Maximum Charge/Power Vent…

      

      TZRK! There was a sudden flare of static electricity as Anders’s suit crackled with lightning, and Moriarty forced one of the suit’s batteries to overload.

      A pained, snarling whimper came from Anders’s assailant.

      

      Warning! Outcast Power Suit Compromised...

      

      The digital HUD display flashed a warning orange.

      

      >>Life Support Systems Compromised…

      >>Filtration System Compromised…

      >>General Power at 40%…

      

      Anders growled with worry, but at least this time, his suit had not turned into a heavy, solid shell of metal as it had at the transmitter station on Neptune, like the last time the ex-detective had allowed Moriarty to do this trick.

      But the mutant creature had been flung back as Anders was pushing himself to the side, his suit feeling heavier now without half of its servo-motors firing.

      “Gragh!” The creature snarled at one end of the cart interior, its entire front blackened and smoking, but it was already pushing itself to pounce at Anders once again.

      My rifle! Anders found the stock and swept it up as the creature lurched, its clawed hands outstretched.

      PHZT! He fired a point-blank shot that was enough to still the beast at last, and Anders toppled under the weight of his compromised suit against the railings as he looked to see how the others were faring.

      Dalia was still standing, swinging around from side to side with her two thin blades flashing through the air. She had clearly abandoned the use of her own heavy rifle, now laying at her feet, and was instead cutting a bloody swathe through the attacking creatures clambering around and toward her.

      Patch!? Anders could see the Void engineer with his back to the pilot’s chair, firing his rifle at the creatures as they attempted to climb up the nosecone toward them.

      “Where’s Jin?” he thought, realizing that the New Eden scout had completely disappeared—until he saw a patch of red and a scrap of what looked very much like the human’s patched and re-patched service jacket, torn and frayed, from one of the sides of the cart. Gone, Anders thought grimly as he raised his rifle to fire in tandem with Patch, clearing the nosecone of the beasts just as Dalia finished her assailants with a kick, sending the last flinging backward.

      For a moment, they were clear of any of the mutant wolf-creatures, and Anders was panting heavily with the effort it took to move his heavy suit.

      “Sir, I am working on restarting your reserve battery,” Moriarty informed him.

      “Do it quick,” Anders growled. He nodded to Patch and Dalia. They were still alive, albeit with many more scratches and dents to their power suits—hardly worthy of the name.

      “They got Jin,” Patch breathed in horror. “What were they?”

      The cart was still careening through the forest, with the howls of pursuit getting smaller and smaller behind them. Anders wondered if they had passed through the territory of these creatures, or whether the wolf-things had finally started to exhaust themselves. Ahead of them, the forest looked deeper and darker. Gloomier.

      “We’re in the playpen of the Gene Seers,” Anders growled. “Who knows what they’ve concocted out here, without anyone knowing, or telling them they shouldn’t…”
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      XI: One Life

      

      “This is as far as we go,” Patch murmured as the cart slid to a shuddering halt, hitting and bouncing a little against a large set of metal brackets that ended their line, half-covered with a thick bank of ivy and briars.

      The sounds of the pursuing…whatever they were had vanished, leaving nothing but the ticking sounds of the cart engine and the rising wind in the trees above.

      “Sir, I’m registering heavy electromagnetic frequencies north-northwest of your location,” Moriarty informed Anders, supplying a neon-green vector image of his scan, showing a series of small buildings among their own clearings, circling a much larger, almost star-shaped structure.

      The Gene Temple, Anders realized. The heart of the group known as the Gene Seers that held all the secrets of the human genome.

      “Everyone, make sure your rifles are powered, with reserve battery packs where you can,” Anders growled as he vaulted over the edge of the cart and hit the gravel and moss floor on the other side. “We only get one shot at this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The forest around them was heavy and brooding as the trio crept toward their goal. Beside the giant trunks of ancient deciduous trees, Anders occasionally saw the humps and wreckages of much older infrastructure. Bits of concrete blocks—still with steel support wiring poking out—emerged from under blankets of bracken and ivy.

      “There’s no birds,” Anders heard Dalia whisper, seemingly in horror. The Ilythian was a little ahead of him on the route they had taken—there was no path, so they had to carefully pick their way forward over cracked masonry and tree roots, scanning every step of the way for trap drones or signs of surveillance technology.

      “Huh?” Anders blinked and looked up for a moment before he realized that the Ilythian was right. In fact, he couldn’t quite remember the last time he had heard or even seen birds in this forest, either. The revelation made him feel uneasy, as if even the natural life of the Earth shunned what the Gene Seers were doing.

      “Boss…” It was Patch, gesturing with his rifle to something that glinted through the trees. There was metal and glass up ahead.

      “Moriarty?” Anders breathed.

      “Scans indicate a small structure, residual field energy. No shielding,” the cultured voice of the simulated intelligence said.

      “Hm…” Anders glowered ahead, then he nodded to Dalia. “On my left.” He made a circling motion with his hand, and immediately the long-limbed Ilythian started picking her way through the forest in an arc as he had described. “Patch? Stay behind me.” The ex-detective brought up his rifle and started to step forward, sighting down the barrel and swinging to every movement that caught on his scanners.

      But apart from the play of the wind in the branches and the soft scurries of smaller forest rodents, nothing drew Anders’s attention until he had reached the tree line and saw the shape of the first Gene Seer building.

      It was a small dome, made of something like steel, with panes of crystal-glass. A series of bulkhead doors sat around its circumference, but it was what was in front of it that turned Anders’s stomach.

      Pens.

      There was a series of metal crates with open bars, each one over seven feet tall at least… Big enough for people. Anders grimaced. They stood clustered around the dome like innocent bystanders. Anders remembered what the New Eden scouts had said. That terrible things happened here. That people were killed. That experiments were run to see what killed people.

      And everyone thinks the Gene Seers are all about life. Anders curled his lip in disgust. Little did the rest of humanity know.

      “Bio-readings?” Anders asked the intelligence.

      “Negative, sir. Only some residual field energetics, which I take to be the general mainframe of the Gene Temple,” Moriarty said.

      “Okay…” Anders breathed out slowly and took a step out into the clearing. He paused, rifle raised, but there was no klaxon of alarm or sudden emergence of any drone attack. He saw Dalia emerge on the other side of the clearing, pausing and looking in his direction. Anders nodded, and the pair started to converge quickly on the domed building.

      “Patch, stay out of sight. If something comes our way, I want your eyes on it first,” Anders said

      “You got it, boss.”

      “What illness is this?” There was a hiss of breath as the Ilythian beside him saw the pens, and Anders shook his head silently. He turned instead to the crystal-glass, peering in to see inside some kind of control room.

      “Moriarty? Can you hack the door controls?” Anders asked.

      “Already working on it, sir,” the intelligence said. A line of orange code slid down the side of Anders’s view before suddenly turning a flashing green. There was an answering flare of light from the nearest archway, and the metal slats started folding themselves up into the frame for Anders and Dalia to step down into the interior control room.

      It was round, with control desks on every side underneath the windows. Clearly so that the Gene Seers can view what is going on out there. Anders raised his head before one desk, getting a clear view of the pens.

      “There’s still power…” Dalia breathed, waving a hand over one of the matte-black desks for a series of holo-controls and lights to emerge under her fingertips. Words and file names started to float into the air before her.

      

      >>Observation Reports 1012...

      >>Delivery and Impact Reports...

      >>Subject Diagnosis…

      

      Anders felt his stomach suddenly turn over.

      “We haven’t got time for this!” Dalia suddenly whispered, already turning toward the door. It was clear that she didn’t want to know what horrors had been committed here.

      “We need to know what we’re facing,” Anders said grimly, waving his hands through the field above his own desk to activate it. “And so does everyone else,” he murmured as he started opening the holo-files to see long, boring lists and bullet-points alongside video footage.

      “Moriarty? Can you get a signal through to Commander Malady?” Anders asked. “I want to transmit as much of this straight to him. He might have access to a transmitter.”

      “Affirmative, sir,” Moriarty said as Anders started to view the footage.

      Of people.

      “It’s the New Edeners,” Anders breathed, seeing the way that the humans in the pens had no gene therapies and wore the same patched and strange clothing. Occasionally some would be taken out of the pens and loaded onto hovering transports with ‘Temple Delivery’ stamped on the side.

      But then came a scene where the prisoners started panicking and wailing, for no apparent reason whatsoever. Anders looked, but he could see no Throne Marines or transport vehicle. The prisoners seemed to have just broken into hysteria, which was perhaps understandable, given their situation…

      But I know what it is. Anders could recognize the symptoms of the nausea, sick anxiety, and terror that accompanied the use of PK energy. Of a certain type of PK energy—one that was associated with the Archon.

      And then, moving into view, came a floating module. A single-use drone shaped a little like an isolation tube moving under its own power. Its front was a pane of crystal-glass, and as it approached, the frenzy inside the pen only got worse.

      The drone unit stopped in front of the pen, and suddenly, the New Edeners fell into rapt silence. Anders wondered if this was some sort of PK command, or whether it was the frozen terror that small animals have when faced with a much larger predator.

      And then, without warning, all of those contained within the pen dropped to the floor. The detective did not have to wonder what had happened to them as the drone unit turned slowly, and Anders caught sight of what it contained.

      It was the floating form of a girl, suspended in her own blue field inside the tube, with pipes and wires attached to the back of her neck. She wore a simple red one-piece service suit and her hair was a blonde bob.

      It was the LOHIU.

      

      Incoming Transmission! Senior Commander MALADY/Outcast Marines…

      “Commander Corsigon. I am viewing your data. We have to kill it. The LOHIU.”

      

      The words of the man inside the power suit were uncompromising. Malady was the commander of the rebellious band of ‘Outcast Marines’ who had somehow escaped the Eternal Empress’s wrath and attention. Malady himself was contained within his own full tactical suit, forever doomed to never again feel the air on his skin.

      “Sir, I understand your trepidation…” Anders began. He couldn’t explain how he knew that he was here to save the LOHIU, not kill her.

      But… If she is dead, then won’t the connection to the Black Sun also be cut? a treacherous part of his mind asked.

      But the LOHIU had asked Anders to save her. That was what had started this whole mess. She had reached out, using her PK powers, to transmit messages to him half a galaxy away and say that she needed help.

      “This is not trepidation, Commander!” the necro-bot said sternly. “It is clear that the LOHIU is a danger to humanity. A danger to us all! If you have qualms, I will have to conduct the raid myself.”

      Anders gritted his teeth in exasperation. Commander Malady was currently in low orbit over their hemisphere, waiting for the signal to provide cover for Anders’s mission.

      But what good will two dozen Outcast fighter vessels be? the ex-detective thought.

      “Malady, as soon as you break atmosphere, then the Throne Marines are going to work out you’re not some of theirs. You’ll have planetary defenses after you!” Anders said sternly. “Don’t throw your life away for foolish ideas!”

      “Then promise me you will put a meson bolt through that thing’s heart as soon as you can, Commander Corsigon!” the electrified words of Malady returned.

      “Commander, I…” Anders hesitated. When his eyes flickered to Dalia, he saw the alien looking at him carefully. There was no sign of her judgement.

      Should I? Anders wrestled with his heart. Was it really so easy as to just take out one person’s life, for the sake of humanity?

      But she had asked for my help. Even the LOHIU was a citizen. A human of the Golden Throne. And Anders knew that if he started making those sorts of choices, he would be lost… The LOHIU was a person like every other, and her life had to mean as much as theirs, didn’t it?

      “I can’t do that, Commander,” Anders stated.

      “Then I am sorry to hear that, Corsigon,” Malady stated. “You had better get your people out of there in the time it takes for me to launch the bombardment.”

      “How long will that take!?” Anders burst out.

      “I have already transmitted the attack vectors, Corsigon,” the half-dead Malady inside the battle-plate intoned, and then cut the connection.

      “Out-fracking-standing!” Anders snarled as he and Dalia ran for the door out and to the temple beyond.
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      Interlude VIII: LOHIU/Jake

      

      “This is outrageous, Commander-General! I will not stand for this treatment!” When Jake next rose toward consciousness, it was again to the sound of angered voices. The same angered voices, although they were muted and further away this time.

      “On the contrary, Architrex, you will stand any time that I tell you to, when I tell you to, and how.” Commander-General Cread sounded as amused as a cat playing with a mouse.

      Ugh… Jake felt pain, a deep sense of nausea that was more like the onset of an illness than it was any physical trauma. His thoughts felt heavy and not entirely his own. When he opened his eyes, he saw blue once again—and distant silhouettes moving past him.

      They were moving him somewhere, but he didn’t know where.

      “Commander-General, if you continue in this manner, then I will be withdrawing my treatment of the J-14. Let’s see what you do then when he starts to wake up!” The Architrex sounded angry, but also gleeful with the prospect of imminent revenge.

      No, he feels gleeful, Jake realized. He could feel the Architrex’s emotions on the edge of his mind like a wash of sickly green, shot through with orange and red. It was a bruise against his consciousness, and one that he didn’t like at all.

      “Architrex.” Jake felt something cross Cread’s mind—a sudden, deadly seriousness that promised murder. There would be no compromising or threatening the commander-general, the psychic knew.

      “If you do not proceed as I say, I will order my Marines to throw you off the highest spire of your beloved palace. Do you understand that?”

      The Architrex did not need to have Jake’s abilities in order to feel the commander-general’s certainty. Jake felt the tube that he was in slosh as it slowed to a halt before Cread spoke once more.

      “There. Good. Now, please proceed to do as you were ordered,” Cread said, and Jake felt a surge of agitation, but then he was moving again. The young psychic suddenly got the impression that the Architrex himself must be the one made to actually push the isolation tube toward its destination.

      Which was...where? Fear cramped though Jake’s belly once more. Any slight hope he might have had of the two men killing each other, or of himself being rescued, started to fade…

      And in their place came a deep, punishing despair. No. No. No. No…

      “That is the LOHIU’s chamber,” muttered the miserable Architrex, but when Jake turned his mind toward it, instead of feeling sympathetic waves of PK energy against his mind, all he could feel was blankness.

      “I see that you’re not taking any chances,” he heard Cread mutter scornfully.

      “Of course. You’ll need to wear the suppressors,” Architrex muttered angrily, but Jake suddenly picked up on one of the man’s errant thoughts. “Not that I care if your mind turns to mush as soon as you step in there…”

      So, Jake thought, the chamber of the LOHIU must be heavily shielded, and anyone entering needed to wear PK suppressors or…

      Or what!?

      There was the sound of scrapes and grunts and a few frustrated voices, but eventually, the group managed to fit themselves with the neutralizing equipment, and Jake heard the Architrex’s voice, laced with trepidation.

      “Opening in three...two…one…and…”

      Urk!

      Jake felt the wave of fear and terror hit him like a brick, and then he heard a low murmur from the others around him. Even though all Jake’s physical eyes could see was varied shades of blue, in his mind’s eye, he could see a fierce burning light, throbbing with power—and he was being pushed toward it.

      “Dear stars!” he heard one of the Marines murmur, before promptly being sick. Jake could only agree—or he would have, if his body would obey him enough to speak or cry out or be sick.

      But the LOHIU was more powerful than any human that Jake had ever been near. The closest he had ever come to such incandescent power was the mind of the Archon itself.

      “No. Don’t think about it. You’ll only bring its attention!” a voice needled into Jake’s mind as sharp as a sliver of ice. It made his heart thunder and race in his chest.

      It sounded like a human. A young girl.

      What… Jake thought. He didn’t even know where or what this place was in which he was talking. He had lost sense of the blue and of the outside world of struggling Gene Seers and commander-generals. All that existed was this fierce glow of the LOHIU against his mind, and her strange, small, voice.

      Jake tried to remember the lessons that Dalia had taught him. He tried to remember something that she had said about finding where you were, and who you were, and sticking to it, but it was impossible against such a fierce, powerful soul. Just as when Jake had made contact with the Archon, he felt himself stripped before the much more powerful being...

      “No! The bad man. The Archon. Please don’t think about it…” the LOHIU begged.

      “Get it hooked up! Plug in the unit to the transference cables!” someone was shouting, distantly, and in the midst of his pain, Jake could feel the terrible suspicion that everyone else had in that room: that this was a bad idea. That what they were doing would spell doom for them all…

      “This is madness, Cread! There are proper procedures that have to be followed! We have to calm the LOHIU down before we attempt to meld consciousness!” the Architrex shouted.

      “Use more suppressants! They are tools, Architrex, and they will obey me!” Cread shouted back, and Jake felt another sluggish roll of tiredness and exhaustion lap at the edge of his mind from the sedatives being pumped down the pipes….

      But it was like throwing a sandbag against the sea and expecting the waves to stop. The power of the LOHIU was simply too much for any mere drug, and Jake found himself falling and drowning in her mind.

      His barriers were starting to come down, one by one, and Jake knew that when they were all gone, there would be nothing stopping the Archon from getting in.

      “Jake. Jake! JAKE!” the girl’s voice was shouting, and with the sound of her voice, Jake felt like some part of him that was him was given back. Entirely.

      Jake felt something, or he dreamed something—he wasn’t sure which anymore—and this time when he opened his eyes, he saw that he was not alone.

      There was a young girl holding his hand—or the projected dream of one anyway. She had a bob of blonde hair and a deep red service suit, and large, blue eyes. Everything else around them was dark and completely silent, with no sign of Commander-General Cread or the Architrex or anyone else.

      This is in my mind, Jake whispered.

      “Isn’t everything?” the LOHIU said in a small voice.

      How. But… I don’t understand? Jake asked her.

      “I think they are trying to connect our containment fields. But not that. Our minds…” The girl frowned deeply. Jake did not think that anyone her age should ever have to look that serious.

      “Thank you,” she said, acknowledging his unspoken concern. When Jake looked at her, he caught sudden echoes of…something else, of a small body like his own, floating in a much larger version of the isolation tube that he was inside. And of computers and codes, and of layers of pain and fear and frustration that she had to endure.

      Just like me, he remembered his own personal nightmare sessions when he had been held in animation by the Gene Seers and tested on.

      “Yes. You and me. We’re alike…” she whispered, and Jake’s heart broke with the hope and the longing he felt behind those words. This girl had been trapped here for probably all her life, experimented upon, and probably unable to properly or fully meet with anyone ever…before him.

      But then, the darkness around them quivered, and the LOHIU’s hand suddenly tightened against his own. Jake could feel her fear.

      “Oh no…” she whispered.

      What is it!?

      “I think it’s it. The one I told you not to think about. I think it heard us…” the LOHIU said, terrified and panicked.

      The Archon. The bad man. Jake knew instantly what she was referring to as the waves of evil started to lap at them, pushing ahead of the ancient, Archonic mind.

      The Archon of their galaxy was coming for them, and Jake really wasn’t sure there was anything they could do to keep it at bay.
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      XII: Gene Temple

      

      “Ack!” Anders felt the wave of nausea hit him before he even saw the steel and crystal-glass superstructure of the Gene Temple. At once, he knew what it was.

      Jake. The LOHIU.

      “I feel it too.” Suddenly, Dalia was at his side, putting her arm around Anders’s shoulders and guiding him to the side of a tree as Patch gave a similar low moan of torment behind them. “Here.” Dalia moved, grabbing the Void engineer and settling him beside them.

      “You need to calm yourselves. Find your center. Remember what you are, not what you are not…” she said in what Anders thought of as an infuriatingly Ilythian way.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” he said, blinking away the tears from his eyes as he looked beyond the dark boughs of the trees to the gleaming sides of the structure ahead of them.

      The Gene Temple was huge. High, vaulted walls made of steel and stone, layered with gigantic panels of colored crystal-glass that made it look like a cathedral. Only larger. It shone in the daylight with dazzling brightness, with cropped green meadowland and sculpted gravel driveways leading into it.

      How are we ever going to get into that!? Anders thought with a groan, just before another wave of psychic pain and nausea almost overtook him.

      “It is simple, policeman,” the Ilythian said with characteristic coolness. “These feelings are things happening to you, not by you. Remember that. So why hold onto them when they belong to the mind of another? Let them go. Remember who you are…” The alien’s voice was almost singsong as she talked, and Anders wondered if this was another of the strange meditations and sciences that the Ilythian race excelled at.

      It was undeniable, in fact, that as he listened to her words and attempted to breathe through his pain, he did feel a little better. The nausea lifted a little, and his headache throbbed just a bit less, too.

      I am Anders Corsigon. I am here to save my friend. He felt his resolve harden once more, and when he lifted his head to look at Patch, he saw, through the visor of his own suit, that the Void engineer looked a little less pale too. Well, almost back to as pale as he always did, anyway…

      But the feelings, although lightened, were still there—and they were still emanating from that building. From what was inside that building.

      “They’re doing something to Jake,” Anders breathed.

      “And the LOHIU…” Dalia added.

      “Something they don’t like,” Anders said. Suddenly, there was the bright call of an alarm, and he watched as two of the impressively-large double-doors started to slowly open.

      Out poured a cloud of humans, some wearing Throne Marine armor and others wearing the white-and-gold service suits of the Gene Seers. They were falling about themselves, coughing, holding their temples, and a couple even vomited as they sank to their knees. There was a sudden roar of engines as two drone transports shot through the building doors too, almost knocking over their comrades...

      “This is our chance.” Anders said, already springing to his feet. Whatever effect Jake and the LOHIU were emitting, it was powerful enough to cause some of those inside to flee.

      “You want us to just barge our way in?” Patch said, staggering to his feet. The Void engineer looked down at himself—at the Outcast Marine power suit he wore—and the question was obvious. Who was going to be fooled?

      “They’re only a little way from a throne power suit,” Anders forced himself to say recklessly. “And this is our only chance.”

      He turned and ran toward the Gene Temple, and the source of the pain, with Dalia and, after a second, Patch McGuire following him.

      Ach. The wave of nausea that hit Anders was almost bad enough to force him to his knees as he ran past the first of the stumbling Marines.

      You know this. You’ve seen this before, he demanded of himself, forcing his legs to keep moving.

      “Anders…” It was Dalia, at his side and lightly touching his shoulder. It was a small gesture, but it gave him the courage he needed to keep going.

      “Commander?” one of the Gene Seers in their white coat groaned to the running figures, clearly mistaking their Outcast power suits for Throne Marine ones. But the ex-detective was in no mood to correct the man of his assumptions. Anders spared the man a look, and then in the next breath remembered how these had been the people to capture New Edeners and imprison them in those cages.

      Anders ignored the man, dodging around the groaning forms and reaching the open doors of the temple.

      “Check,” he said over his suit-to-suit comms, and Dalia slid to the other side of the wide doors with perfect military precision, with Patch behind Anders.

      “On me.” Anders swung around to step inside the hallway, seeing how it was long and had a marble floor—characteristic Gene Seer opulence. Pillars of shining white stone stretched down on either side of the long entrance hall, partially obscuring the arched doorways that led deeper into this level. At the far end was a wide curve of a reception desk, with two sets of sweeping stairs leading up to a balcony.

      And hanging over that balcony was the giant golden bust of a woman with flowing hair, looking proud and austere even when cast in stone.

      “Frack her,” Anders muttered at the icon of the Eternal Empress. He didn’t need to ask Moriarty for directions, because his head throbbed every time he lifted it to look at that balcony above. His pain led the way toward Jake—and the LOHIU.

      “Come on,” he said, bolting from the doorway and breaking into a run down the hall.

      “Wait!” There was a shout from behind, and Anders skidded on his heels just as there was an angry, cat-like hiss from Dalia beside him…and a trio of purple-and-crimson meson bolts fired after them.

      “Cover!” Anders shouted, leaping to slide around the nearest stone pillar. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dalia and Patch do the same. One of the Throne Marines behind them must have had enough sense left to recognize that they were imposters here, but the Marine’s aim was still bad.

      The bolts hit the floor and the next pillar to Anders, close enough for his suit to register the thermal impact, but not enough to do any damage.

      

      Outcast Power Suit/Weapons Interface/ Heavy Marine Rifle…

      >>Auto Targeting…

      

      Anders slid around the far side of his pillared cover, firing a shot back through the open doors behind, which picked the Throne Marine off his feet and flung him backward into the daylight.

      “Go!” Anders shouted. Dalia was already running ahead, already halfway down the hall with Patch behind her, toward the stairs…

      

      ALERT! ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      

      Klaxons blared before Anders could get to his feet. The Throne Marine he had taken out had clearly not been sick or injured enough to not send a distress signal.

      “Dammit!” Corsigon swore, firing another trio of shots back at the open doorway behind just to keep their heads down, before turning to run down the hallway after Dalia.

      The Ilythian and the Void engineer had reached the end of the stairs, but even before their booted feet could reach the bottom steps, there was a series of clicking sounds from the vaulted roof and puffs of compressed gases as the Gene Temple’s auto-defenses activated.

      “Defense lasers!” Anders shouted, his voice going into a tight growl as he saw the first couple of burning orange lights spear down and hit the floor, hissing and sparking as they did so.

      The defense lasers were thin lines of burning particles, holding stationary for the briefest of moments before they started to move.

      Two of them headed straight for Anders, and another three headed for Patch and Dalia.

      “Sir?” Anders heard Moriarty’s voice the moment he moved.

      “Not now!” He jumped, one hand grabbing and sliding the next curve of a pillar and spinning himself around as a gleaming line of fire cut through where he had been just a second ago.

      Anders’s boots skidded across the marble as he slammed his back to the pillar to avoid the line of fire shot out in front of him. Ahead of him, he saw Dalia shove Patch backward down the stairs behind the reception booth before she jumped, somersaulting in mid-air as two laser-lines moved past her. The Ilythian’s boots hit the floor with barely a sound. Even with a borrowed power suit, the Ilythian’s alien reflexes showed.

      But there was a dull thwack as another set of meson bolts fired down the hallway toward them. The Throne Marine—or another of his ilk—had returned to finish the job, and they were pinned down.

      Just as far, far above the Gene Temple, there was a dull bruise of orange fire, quickly fading and spilling the blackened, smoking ruin of the Outcast fighter jet it had contained.

      The next trio of Malady’s squad were a little luckier, managing to get past the planetary defense grid and releasing their deadly payload on their target before they, too, were picked off by the much larger defense lasers in low-orbit around Old Earth.

      The heavy missiles that Senior Commander Malady had personally designed tumbled end over end before suddenly straightening. Flaring their traditional propulsion rockets, they shot downward toward the eaves, towers, and turrets of the Gene Temple, and all that it contained.
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      XIII: Unification Process

      

      The red line of laser-light shot around in an arc toward the Ilythian in Anders’s vision as he watched her jump and pirouette first one way and then another. But she was never going to get away from this one. Not even with all of her alien grace…

      “Dalia! Anders shouted, with a part of him already knowing it was useless.

      Just as the entire hallway shook with a deafening explosion, and plumes of stone dust burst across the space.

      “Boss!” he heard Patch cry out.

      “Stay down!” Anders was shouting, breaking cover to run ahead as the two miniature defense lasers suddenly winked out of power, and the others shot away at odd angles—focusing on the movement of the pillars, two of which had cracked apart and were falling.

      

      WARNING! INTRUDER ALERT! WARNING!

      

      The Gene Temple’s klaxon continued to cry out as Anders skidded across the floor, then tripped as the entire floor buckled and rippled with another explosion.

      “It’s Malady!” Anders shouted. It had to be. The necro-bot must have started his bombardment. Anders hit the edge of the stairs and sprang upward, scrambling past blocks on the stairs and the sudden sprays of sparks as wall panels broke apart. Dust and smoke were everywhere—as were the drunken sweeps of the two remaining defense lasers. Some essential bit of their internal targeting must have been damaged.

      “Anders?” There was a groan, and Anders saw a shape moving a few steps ahead beside one of the collapsed panels. It was Dalia, but one shoulder and arm of her power suit was severely scorched.

      “It got you?” Anders asked, for the Ilythian to shake her head and push herself up, with a hiss, from the wall. “Something did. I don’t know what…” She sounded a little distant. Not what Anders would have wanted from his best fighter, but at least she was alive.

      A sudden shriek and a groan of metal caught Anders’s attention just in time to see the gigantic golden bust of the empress hit the reception desk where Patch had been sheltering.

      No!

      There was a sudden explosion of sparks and plumes of fire and smoke, as well as the crunch of metal panels and the fracturing of stone.

      “Patch!” both Anders and Dalia called out, for there to be a cough from the far side of the statue as the small Voider emerged, wiggling out from a gap under the empress’s ear.

      “She’s blooming well trying to kill me herself now!” Patch coughed. But there was no time for mirth, as there was a shout from the far end of the hall and more meson bolts from the Throne Marines out there.

      Some of them must be very brave or very loyal, Anders thought as he ducked to one side. This entire facility was under attack, and they were committed to trying to fight off the intruders.

      “Up!” Anders shouted over the suit-to-suit communicators. “Go! Go! Go!”

      The two humans and the Ilythian scrambled up what was left of the stairs as the walls around them shook and the missiles of the Outcasts continued to fall above.

      “Sir, multiple contacts ahead of your location.” The words of Anders’s simulated intelligence made its wearer hiss in alarm, but Moriarty remained, as ever, calm.

      “Guard up!” Anders snarled as he raced down what must have been the main corridor toward the sanctum where the LOHIU and Jake were being held. Thick rivers of pale gray smoke were racing along the ceiling, and the environmental scanners on Anders’s suit were going mad.

      But where are the Throne Marines? Anders thought, before—

      SNKT! A dull electric whine came as a door slid open on their right, and Anders and Dalia both spun with their rifles raised.

      “Aiii!”

      They saw the terrified, perfectly handsome and beautiful faces of a corral of Gene Seers stumble into the corridor, their eyes already showing whites in their horror, which only got worse when they saw three armed figures with their guns pointing straight at them.

      “Long live Commander-General Cread!” one of them burst out as he fell to his knees, putting his trembling hands together in an act of prayer.

      “Who what now?” Patch said.

      “Don’t kill us, please! We give up!” the one said, before there was a sudden shout from behind them.

      “I said get out!” It was a magnified voice, followed by the sudden appearance of a bulky Throne Marine in full power armor with a heavy rifle leveled against the Gene Seers.

      They’re terrified… Anders thought in a fraction of a second, just as Dalia shot the Marine, sending them spinning backward into the room.

      “Get out of here!” Anders barked at the seers, not feeling particularly charitable toward them but realizing that he was running into the middle of some sort of occupation. The Gene Seers and the Throne Marines hate each other. Cread’s Marines must have taken over the Gene Temple... Why!?

      “Ack!” He didn’t get much further than this, because a blast of meson fire hit his leg and sent him slamming into the wall.

      

      >>Warning! Suit Impact! Right Calf Plate -60%

      

      Stars! Anders felt the pain radiating up his leg, matching with the headache starting to throb inside his temples. They were getting close to the epicenter of the psychic power, and they were locked in a firefight.

      THWAP! Another trio of bolts came from the Throne Marines trapped inside the laboratory. None of them hit Anders or his crew, but one of the seers met a sudden, grisly end as the rest of them scattered down the hall.

      “Anders, move!” It was Dalia, hissing in her alien way in shock and annoyance from where she was crouched beside of the open door. Every time she tried to move, another volley of meson fire hit and buckled the doorframe.

      There was a grunt of exertion, and Anders saw the Void engineer suddenly leap across the open door, which brought a scatter-shot of meson fire after his flying form. Several of the bolts punched into the wall beside where Anders was crouched, and he rolled to one side.

      What the frack is he doing!? Anders thought, returning fire into the open laboratory room, but it was heavy with smoke in there. All he could see were strange, broken instruments and machines. The Throne Marines inside had too much cover.

      And with every passing second, Anders’s headache was only getting worse.

      “Hyagh!” Suddenly, with the slam of his fist against the door controls, Anders understood what Patch had done. The metal door hummed shut in a moment, bringing startled shouts of surprise from the Marines inside.

      FZZT! Patch shot the control box to a spray of sparks, just as the door started to buckle under the bolts of energy being released against it from the inside.

      “That won’t hold them long…” Patch was saying.

      “Long enough. Good work,” Anders growled, turning instead to the double metal doors that surely led the way to the chamber of the LOHIU and Jake.

      And to the form of Commander-General Cread, standing in the doorway with a brace of Throne Marines already at his side, heavy rifles lowered at Anders, Patch, and Dalia.

      “Corsigon,” Cread sneered. “You’re already too late. The unification process has already begun. And the LOHIU-J14 answers to me now!”
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      XIV: Union

      

      He’s barely keeping it together, Anders thought as he glared at the struggling, stuttering form of Commander-General Cread as he gestured for the Marines to move his new prisoners.

      It was hardly surprising, however, as Anders himself could barely keep his eyes open from the constant pain. All their weapons had been taken from them, but Anders, Dalia, and Patch were left, huddled to one side under the wavering rifles of the Marines who appeared similarly affected.

      “Sir... SHZZZT... Multiple…” Even Moriarty appeared to have trouble staying coherent under the constant waves of PK energy being thrown out from the unholy contraption at the far end of the room.

      LOHIU-J14… Anders looked in horror at the twin objects on the raised dais. One was the same large, bulbous containment unit that he had seen on the video footage, with multiple pipes and valves leading to the much thinner isolation tube standing next to it. Both were girded with what appeared to be multiple shielding fields, different washes of blue that crackled and hissed as Anders guessed that even they were struggling to contain the power contained within.

      And what was within them horrified Anders.

      In the isolation tube, he saw the gaunt, seemingly comatose form of his friend Jake, his eyes deeply sunken and his suit clinging to his frail, almost emaciated form as he hung inside drifts of blue. Pipes and wires shot out from the back of his neck to the top of the tube.

      And then there was the other unit, the larger one.

      With a small girl inside.

      No. The horror of the sight made Anders’s stomach turn over. It was insensible that anyone could do this to one so young. Not just insensible, but insane… The LOHIU could barely be fourteen perhaps—or had been barely fourteen whenever she was discovered and put into this permanent stasis. She wore a red service suit and her blonde bob of hair splayed out around a still slightly chubby face. Wires and pipes similarly sprang outward from behind her neck to the tops of her own containment.

      “You...have…to...stop this!” Anders managed to hiss up at Cread, who was clutching at the control desk before the two psychics as if he was drowning.

      “Fool!” the commander-general hissed. “You don’t understand. I’m so close now. So close!”

      “You’ll kill us all!” screamed a new voice.

      Anders realized that, other than themselves and the Marines, there was another huddled form in the room: a very large, rotund, and bald man in a silver-and-gold suit in the corner of the room, with a bloodied mark across his temples. Anders’s eyes widened in shock as he realized who he was.

      The Architrex of the Gene Seers. The leader of one entire pillar of the Golden Throne.

      “Listen, Cread! We’re under attack!” the Architrex shouted. “And you cannot contain such power!”

      Both of which were true, Anders thought, as he could still hear the thumps and crashes from the explosions of Malady’s missiles.

      “Shut up! Shut up!” Cread sagged against the desk, and then clutched at it again with renewed fervor. “Those wannabe Marines won’t be a problem with what I can do now.” One of his gloved hands slammed onto the control desk, turned a dial, and…

      Jake’s eyes snapped open. And they were a solid black.
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        * * *

      

      Far above the Gene Temple, Senior Commander Malady, last of the original complement of Outcast Marines that had once fought for the Confederated States of Earth, was turning his craft for his last attack dive.

      He still had one of the starfire missiles in the belly of his modified craft, and he hoped it would be enough. The ancient soldier, kept alive by his own sort of cryogenic stasis-suit, already knew that this had to be his last attack run and that it had nothing to do with the fact that he only had one missile left.

      Almost all of his squad had fallen to the defense lasers of the low-orbit Earth satellites. The gleaming spears of light would lance through the smoke-filled skies without any warning, taking out each ship with a cold, simulated intelligence precision.

      Senior Commander Malady knew that this was a mission that he would not survive. He had known, and told, his Outcasts that probably none of them would survive, but each and every one of the volunteer soldiers had agreed all the same—because of the loyalty that they felt for him, the only other being who remembered the way that Earth was supposed to be.

      And now that his young and fanatical comrades were lost, Malady had no intention of their sacrifice going to waste.

      “Attack vector…” his modulated, electronic voice informed the ship’s computer as the targeting triangle found the ripe heart of the Gene Temple and flashed once, twice, three times before stabilizing.

      He had a lock. The other missiles had done enough damage to take down the temple’s shields and disruption fields. All it would take would be this one missile…

      “Fire,” Malady said, feeling the slight judder as his ship released its deadly gift.

      And just before the ship, under the pressure of vast PK forces, crumpled in a microsecond, as easily as Malady might crumple a plastic cup.

      Senior Commander Malady, the oldest human save for the Eternal Empress, died instantly under Jake and the LOHIU’s directed force.

      But his last missile lived on. It tumbled end over end before its rockets fired, and it shot down toward the reactors of the Gene Temple…

      …to suddenly halt in mid-air, caught by the mind of the LOHIU-J14. A few thoughts of their deep consciousness rendered the missile inoperable, and it fell lifeless to the temple walls, clunking uselessly before hitting the dirt without so much as a bang, hiss, or whimper.
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        * * *

      

      Cread was laughing manically from his control desk, while Anders felt his limbs start to spasm with the waves of pain.

      He’s mad. He’s gone mad… Anders thought, wondering if at any moment he, too, would do the same. It was all he could do to concentrate on Dalia’s slender hand on his shoulder and struggle to remember what she had taught him.

      To breathe. To remember who he was.

      The waves of psychic energy battered against their minds as the commander-general shivered in unholy ecstasy.

      “You see!? You see!?” he was screaming, although it was hard for Anders to pay attention to the man’s demented words.

      “You see what power I have!? And now… I shall kill the Eternal Empress herself! All of her power, every Marine and installation and ship and colony, will be mine!”
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        * * *

      

      Many, many millions of lightyears away, in a distant arm of the galaxy, in the giant metal sphere of Imperial 1, the eyes of the Eternal Empress snapped open.

      Something had woken her from her state of constant dreaming.

      The parts of her consciousness that were connected with the most powerful data-fields were blaring alarms, which all downloaded into her memories in a heartbeat.

      The Archon has arrived… It tore through Commander-General Darius’s fleet on its way here to me. And the Architrex has combined the LOHIU to J-14, too.

      It was all almost too much to put together. To understand. It was too chaotic… But the Eternal Empress could see that her final goal was almost here. At any moment, the Architrex would open the living ansible link that was the LOHIU straight to her, Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian herself, and with all that power, she would turn to the approaching Archon as an equal.

      It would welcome her with open arms—if the thing had open arms, that was…

      I will finally be a goddess. No one and nothing can hurt me, ever again, the Eternal Empress thought. She tried to compose herself and make herself ready for her ascension. The truth be told, she didn’t much care for what happened to her carefully-built empire after she became a god. That was all just the means to get to where she needed to be.

      Helena, the Eternal Empress, felt a little excited. It was an emotion that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      She closed her eyes once more.

      Helena Tri’Vi’Pathian was so enraptured with her own feelings that she didn’t even heed the personal alarms that started to blare so distantly in her mind. A shadow detached itself from the veils of her inner sanctum, and Rose stepped forward, silent as a cat.

      She drove a nano-filament dagger deep into the mummified, partially-living body of the Eternal Empress…

      There, Rose thought. It was done. She had her revenge at last. All she had to do now was escape Imperial 1 and blow the Sul’Daar missile behind her, so that no Gene Seer could ever clone the empress’s body. Ever again…
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        * * *

      

      “What?” Commander-General Cread was hitting the console in apparent fury as something refused to obey him. He was getting more furious by the moment.

      And then a deeply, strangely echoed voice filled the chamber, and Anders realized it was coming from the LOHIU-J14 itself.

      ‘CANNOT COMPLY.’ The voice made Anders’s heart and eyes ache, and it sounded like a mixture of both human and machine voices, all in one.

      “What do you mean, you cannot comply?” Cread snarled, throwing a desperate look at the two containment units ahead of them. “I said, kill the Eternal Empress!”

      But the answer was the same. ‘CANNOT COMPLY.’

      “Rargh!” Cread pounded on the desk in his fury, just as the joint machine voice of the two psychics changed. It became deeper, and richly echoed.

      “What is this? Who here is worthy...or should I just kill you all?”

      It was the voice of the Archon. It had arrived, and it was channeling itself through the LOHIU and Jake.

      No!

      Anders seized his chance as the waves of nausea and pain washed through him and everyone else. The Throne Marines guarding them were falling back, and Cread was snarling in pain as he slid to his knees. The Architrex had apparently fallen unconscious, and Patch was huddled in a ball by the window.

      But Anders still moved. He still knew who he was, despite the waves of pain that threatened to destroy his soul.

      He was Anders Corsigon. A detective. A Marine. An Outcast. He was here because there were innocent people who were dying, and who had already been killed by the actions of evil people.

      This certainty of purpose crystalized in the man, forcing him to roll into the legs of the stumbling Throne Marines and seize the nearest rifle as he kicked one of them aside.

      People screamed as the Archon bent its will into the room, but Anders alone moved with singular purpose. First, he shot Commander-General Cread, then he fired a blister of bolts at the control desk. He didn’t stop until the heavy rifle went click as its plasma batteries emptied.

      Instantly, the multiple fields shielding the two psychics dropped, and the wave of psychic power that flooded into the room was enough to take Anders off his feet and fling him to the wall…

      Anders blinked. Saw stars. He didn’t know if the pain he felt was from the arrival of the Archon or just from the explosion.

      “Please, Jake...remember…” he whispered as the waves of battering power grew and grew.

      Anders gasped, once again turning toward the center of the evil to see that both the LOHIU and Jake’s eyes were open, and both were a deep, solid black. The Archon was here, acting through them. It would kill them all. It would kill all of humanity with barely a thought.

      And now that their shields were gone, all Anders had to do was to shoot one of them to drop the connection between the psychics and the Archon. He had two such targets already right there in front of him. Either the LOHIU, the girl, or Jake, his friend.

      Anders raised his rifle.

      And didn’t pull the trigger.

      “I believe in you, Jake…” he whispered, staring hard at the floating, twitching form of the boy. “You’re stronger than this. You’re stronger than anything. We believe in you…”

      The waves of unholy anger increased their pressure against the room, causing gurgles from everyone. The Black Sun was trying all that it could to make the psychics kill the man with the rifle that threatened its victory.

      But they didn’t. The two young psychics wouldn’t kill the one man that had shown them kindness. There were some things that were even more powerful than the Archon, and the LOHIU and Jake now turned that more-ancient force around at the alien god-thing.

      And suddenly, all the pain and torment inside the room stopped.

      The LOHIU and Jake, inspired by the actions of Commander Anders Corsigon, wrapped their minds around the Archon of their galaxy and crushed it. Together, these two were stronger than any singular thing. Many millions of miles away, the Black Sun appeared to crack and shiver, the glossy black skin of its world turning a charred gray before it started to fray and wisp away into nothing but stellar dust.

      There was no god-thing ruler of their galaxy anymore.

      But there was the LOHIU-J14.

      “Anders,” said a voice that was both the girl and Jake together, and so much more.

      The ex-detective raised his head in exhaustion to see that both the girl and Jake’s eyes were still open, but now a solid white.

      “Anders. Thank you. Thank you for your faith in us,” the new, strange being said, but every breath of its voice did not bring so much hurt and nausea as the Archon’s had. “We have been born. We are like the Archon, but not. I do not quite yet know what it is we are.”

      “Jake?” Anders stammered, and there was a gasp as Dalia stumbled and collapsed to Anders’s side, clutching his shoulder.

      “I am Jake and I am LOHIU and I am neither and I am both. I am something...together,” the new being spoke into their minds. “You will not have to fear, Commander Anders of Earth. I am not a god, and neither do I have any desire to be. I think that this galaxy has no need for another tyrant,” the twin being said. “There are so many places I wish to go. To see…” Both bodies inside the tubes started to glow, turning brighter and brighter white like they might be about to jump.

      “You will have to help rebuild humanity now, Commander Anders of Earth. And you, Dalia of the Ilythians, and Patch McGuire, of the Void Worlds. All of humanity and the other races need each other more than ever. You have a chance to start again. The Eternal Empress is dead, but not by my hands. The fleets of the Throne Marines are in disarray. No one holds all the power anymore.”

      Anders blinked away tears in his eyes, because he knew what the strange new being was saying was true. They had done it. They had saved humanity and Earth…but there was still so much more to do. They had lost so much, but they also had so much to gain now that the Eternal Empress was gone.

      And Anders knew that with the help of his friends here, he was the man to do it. He was an officer, after all, sworn to serve and protect.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Memories of Earth Boxed Set which contained all nine stories in the Memories of Earth series. I hope you enjoyed reading the series as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      If you’d like to know more about what happened all those centuries ago on Earth, check out the Outcast Marines series. The first book in that series is called Outcasts of Earth.

      
        
        Download Outcasts of Earth here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07N2KVVLK

      

      

      

      Oh, and it would be really cool if you could leave a review for me. That really helps me tell others about my books.

      

      Before we part ways, we’d like to offer you another great story. For FREE. All the details are on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FREE STORY

      

        

      
        We are super excited that you read our book(s) and would like to give you another one today. It’s a story called Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent. Click the link below to get your Free copy.
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Get your copy today!
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