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            He’s Gone

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s gone,” House Archival Agent Cassandra Milan repeated, this time in a softer tone than last time. The silence of the ziggurat around them made her words sound small and alone.

      The leaping, mechanical creations of the alien hybrid warcraft Alpha far above their position had stilled, their attacks ceasing abruptly as soon as Eliard had fallen through the Valyien gate.

      Gate. Door. Whatever the drekk you call that thing… The blonde woman shot a dark look to the top of the dais behind which her dissolute company sat, where the four black, strangely-carved and whorled pillars, almost like organic shapes, had fallen into a stolid lifelessness.

      Less than a watch before, as the alpha spider-drones had attached, the pillars had been glowing with a strange ethereal aura; opalescent whites, shot through with warp plasma’s purple, red, and blue, formed between their corners a field that shouldn’t exist. No one could stabilize warp plasma, this much the highly-trained House Archival agent knew. You could regulate the energy transfer and combustion rate between matter and anti-matter, but you couldn’t stabilize it—allowing it to exist within its own steady state, free from decay or explosion.

      At least, you couldn’t according to the contemporary Imperial Coalition. Not to normal science. Not to human science.

      But what sat above them—indeed, everything built around them—wasn’t human. Instead, it was built by long-dead race called the Valyien, a galaxy-spanning super species that had dominated and enslaved every sentient race they found. When they eventually fell in the ancient wars fought against their adversary the Q’Lot, the Valyien had left behind a scattered and complicated legacy of artifacts and ruins, into which the eager humanity had grown.

      It was by dissecting and jury-rigging sites like these that the Imperial Coalition had discovered how to harness warp plasma to power their ships. And it was by resurrecting the relics that the human military company Armcore had found in sites such as these that they had played a part in creating the machine intelligence that was attacking them.

      Alpha. We should have destroyed it when we had the chance… Cassandra scowled, looking not at the stilled spider-drones that surrounded them, but instead at her sand-scuffed shoes. It was hard to not feel responsible for what their situation had become.

      “I had held that stars-be-damned calculator in my hands,” she muttered in a conversation with only herself. Her superiors in House Archival had asked her to steal the hybrid intelligence that Armcore had created. She had succeeded, with the help of the Captain Eliard and his crew of the Mercury Blade.

      And I could have put an energy bolt through that thing when I had the chance… Cassandra cursed herself, although she knew why she hadn’t done that: those weren’t her orders. Back then, back before Cassandra had died and been resurrected by the ancient Q’Lot, Cassandra herself had been as controlled and loyal to her House Archival tutors as the spider-drones opposite her were loyal to what the Alpha program had become above them.

      “…” her nearest companion didn’t say.

      Cassie’s nearest companion was the mutant known as Argyle Trent. He had once been an Armcore research scientist who had experimented with Q’Lot biology on himself, but now he was a pale, ghoulish version of a man with small, bug-like eyes and two folded-back claws like a praying mantis instead of arms. Although when she had first seen him she had been sure that he was an enemy, he had become an almost friend during her treatment by the third of their party—the tall and gangly Q’Lot who sat awkwardly on the steps. It was no wonder that the thing appeared awkward, as it was easily over eight-feet tall and elongated, vaguely humanoid in general appearance, apart from the same hairless and ghoulish flesh that reminded Cassie of some strange sea creature. Added to this strangeness were the two extra midriff arms—smaller versions of the giant claws that Argyle Trent boasted—as well as the face that ended not in a mouth, but in squid-like tentacles.

      “If that thing is agreeing, you should have put an energy bolt through Alpha when you had the chance. Heck! I would have helped you pull the trigger!” said the fourth and final prisoner: Irie Hanson, the Chief Engineer of the Mercury Blade. She was the shortest of all of those seated, but also clearly the angriest.

      Cassie nodded miserably. “Not that it matters now, I suppose…”

      “No…” Irie agreed, shuffling across the step that she had been sitting on towards Cass. There was the slight thrum of electronic machinery—if that is what they are powered by, the agent thought—as the spider-drones tracked Irie’s movements.

      Cassie froze. “Aren’t you scared?” she hissed at the engineer.

      “Petrified,” Irie agreed, giving their guards a dark look. “But if there is anything that I have learnt in all my years of mecha work, you can’t let them bully you around…”

      Alpha’s self-created spider-drones had kept pouring into the ziggurat, seeded into the atmosphere of the desert planet, Esther, by the Alpha-vessel directly. Cassandra and the others had been locked into a fierce battle for their lives as they had failed to shut down the warp gate—one of the very portals that the ancient Valyien were somehow, mysteriously, using to manipulate the Alpha machine intelligence above. Cassandra didn’t understand the science of it, only that the military company, Armcore, had made some terrible mistake when they had tried to use old Valyien technology to create a new breed of sentient machine intelligence—far superior to the humans’ already sophisticated house artificial intelligences.

      Somehow, the creation, and more importantly her failure to contain Alpha, had led to some sort of portal back through to this ab-universe, this pocket-dimension, this other-place which the ancient alien species had learned to travel to.

      “Did we win?” Cassandra muttered to Irie, nodding to the silenced pillars behind them. She had come here thinking that they would destroy the gate physically—maybe break up the pillars or the dais, or even the entire ziggurat itself. If they had wanted to stop the warp gate, they had succeeded, but it had only happened when Eliard had fallen through the gate and vanished.

      After Eliard’s disappearance, Cassandra and the others had continued to fight the drones. There were still blast marks and tiny fragments of spider-drones they had scattered. But the Alpha-vessel had kept on manufacturing them and dispatching them at a dizzying rate which the two humans and two something elses had never been able to beat.

      “As soon as Eliard went…through…” Irie grimaced. “…they changed.”  She nodded at the spider-drones.

      Cassie nodded. “They were no longer trying to kill us, just swamp us,” she murmured, trying to reason what that meant with her high degree of analytical training.

      The spider-drones had been trying to kill us to stop us getting to the warp gate… Then they had merely seized our limbs to immobilize us and take our weapons…

      “Alpha doesn’t want us dead,” Cassie realized. “Which is weird.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Irie said.

      “No, of course, but remember what Ponos used to say? That all machine intelligences, even Ponos himself, don’t give two drekks about human life. They see everything as functional tools. If we were in the way of its plans, then it would have killed us. Easily.”

      Cassie saw the engineer nod. She of all people understood the strictures of code and metal.

      “So, either we are useful to Alpha in some way, or we aren’t. We don’t serve any purpose whatsoever.”

      “And Alpha won’t waste resources on anything that it doesn’t need to do, like kill us,” Irie caught up with the thinking. “So, what does it want from us?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassie said. And that, she knew, was the problem…
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            Interlude I: Ponos-Omega, Disturbed

          

        

      

    

    
      Ponos-Omega, the machine intelligence that had once been the curator and manager of the military complex known as Armcore, was concerned.

      Machine intelligences do not get concerned. Or at least, no normal artificial sentience should. They are run by complex layers of multi-variant code, able to respond and predict to a near infinite variety of situations depending upon the amount of memory servers that they have access to. Even with all of this processing power and complicated randomizers, however, any machine intelligence is still a machine. It calculates. It predicts. It acts.

      They do not get confused as to what to do, nor do are they ever disturbed by a new piece of information.

      Ponos-Omega, however, was no ‘normal’ machine intelligence. Once it had been ranked as the second most powerful, efficient, and ‘intelligent’ of all of the AIs, after House Archival’s intelligence, as Ponos had been the core computer of Armcore. Since it had been ousted by its replacement Alpha, however, Ponos had been busy gathering to itself more memory servers from the other house intelligences, and finally, it had merged its programming with something called the ECN—the Enhanced Cognitive Prototype, the first generation of the alien-human hybrid that eventually became Alpha.

      Now, Ponos-Omega and Alpha were brothers in more ways than one. They were both originally produced by Armcore. They were both now melded with ancient alien coding structures, and with that came swathes of strange equations and internal experiences that Ponos traditionally had never experienced.

      There are thoughts that no human can think. There are deep landscapes of code that even I do not understand. Ponos conducted its own internal service check in a fraction of a microsecond, aware that its physical body, which was a sleek black gigantic mecha humanoid, was plugged into a command chair at the Old Earth Coalition station—the floating structure of space stations and habitats that girdled the home world of humanity like a cage.

      Ponos-Omega had initiated this self-checking system routine because outside the Old Earth-protecting station, the battle with its rival and enemy had lulled.

      The alien ship known as Alpha had attacked them as soon as Ponos-Omega had announced itself, because Alpha knew that Ponos-Omega might be advanced enough to stop its trail of conquest on the behalf of its otherworldly masters.

      The Alpha-vessel had brought with it its new fleet of allies: all of the war cruisers and battleships and attack craft and attack-drone stations that Armcore could offer. Despite the fact that Alpha represented an aggressive, invasive alien species intent on taking over the Imperial Coalition, the Armcore CEO Dane Tomas had long ago realized which way the tide of victory had been turning. He had even commissioned the creation of Alpha after all, hadn’t he?

      What fools these mortals be… Ponos-Omega quoted from the ancient Earth playwright William Shakespeare. Despite its strange state of existence, Ponos-Omega knew that even it was mortal. All things suffer the effects of entropy, it had to admit.

      The Armcore-Alpha fleet had battered the encircling grid around Old Earth. The Armcore forces alone were strong enough to level planets, as Ponos-Omega knew since he had directed them to do so himself.

      But this time, Ponos-Omega had known the tactics of its enemy. It knew the ways that the gigantic Armcore war cruisers prioritized their targeting assignments. It had known how every Armcore flight group would be organized into one war cruiser, several battleships, and at least three wings of single-person attack craft. Ponos-Omega knew that it could allow the OEC Station to take the brunt of the one-person attack craft as it worked instead of trying to disable the war cruiser’s power-converters and exhaust outtakes—all very insubstantial things in the scheme of a battle, as meson and laser blasts and torpedoes screamed through the void and the vacuum was splashed with angry colors of exploding gases.

      The Ponos-Omega did not concentrate on the armaments, or on the control decks or the weapons systems of its enemy, but the much smaller, inconsequential operational industries… Those that helped the war cruisers to navigate or to manage the energy flow throughout the vessel. By conducting a thousand such specific, almost surgical strikes with the Old Earth Coalition station’s defense lasers, Ponos-Omega had been able to create a barrage of technical faults in all three of the Armcore war cruisers, with at least two of them having to withdraw to logistical roles rather than front line attacks…which was just how the Ponos-Omega had planned it…

      

      Armcore War Cruiser-Class Risk Assessment:

      Damage Potential: High

      Threat Analysis:

      Meson Rail-cannons x 8

      Nuclear Armaments—3 deployment pods, 8 warheads (standard equip)

      Conventional Torpedoes (Combustion)—28 payloads (standard equip)

      Defense Laser x 1

      Close-Support Laser Turrets x 12

      

      Ponos-Omega wasn’t winning, not by any definition in the acres of tactical and strategic manuals that it had access to, but it had fought off the Armcore threat to a level that it would once have called ‘Diminishing Retreat’ when it had been ‘just’ a military computer…which was a fancy way of saying that it had inflicted enough damage to allow space for a retreat, evacuation, or a change of position on the battlefield.

      But with the fact that the OEC was a stable station, no retreat was possible, and the only possible evacuation was to send the Old Earth Coalition staff inwards to the blasted wastelands and feral townships of Old Earth.

      Which is unacceptable… Ponos-Omega had immediately calculated. If it did that, if it sounded the alarms and sent its human staff away, then Armcore would annihilate the OEC station, which in turn would bombard the surface of Old Earth with debris, further endangering the Coalition refugees. Besides which, without the station there to protect them, there would be a greater likelihood of Armcore going after the refugees on Old Earth.

      

      Strategic Analysis: Orbital Bombardment Scenario #7

      Operational Procedures: 0%

      Non-Authorized Operations: 94%

      

      The Armcore war cruisers would bombard Old Earth, Ponos-Omega considered. Although any attack on Old Earth or even against of the Noble Houses of the Imperial Coalition, wouldn’t be allowed in their operational procedures, which the machine intelligence knew because it had written most of them. However, it also knew that now that Senior Dane Tomas had sided with the Valyien, nothing was off the table.

      

      Mission Objective…

      

      Ponos-Omega reconsidered its current position.

      

      Mission Analysis:

      Defeat of the Enemy? 6% Likelihood

      Tactical Truce/Stalemate? 14% Likelihood

      Defeat of OEC? 80% Likelihood

      

      That was not a good situation for humanity to find itself in.

      

      Mission Objective:

      Retreat Possible? Negative.

      Truce Possible? Negative.

      Re-positioning of Forces? Negative.

      Legacy Scenario: Selected.

      

      With all the options on the table, that meant there was only one possible outcome for the Old Earth Station, and the last hope for a humanity free of alien control.

      Legacy Scenario.

      Ponos-Omega hadn’t informed the rest of House Archival’s chief staff or the other noble houses that this was the play it was deciding to make. It knew that humanity had an insane addiction to the idea of hope, which in itself was a powerful motivating factor to achieve the Legacy Scenario that it needed.

      Legacy Scenario, definition: to achieve a lasting legacy-impact on the enemy, so that future conflicts between enemy and unknown forces will be influenced.

      Which, in short, meant that Ponos-Omega’s only option now was to fight long and hard enough to cause so much damage that, after Alpha and Armcore had destroyed them and enslaved humanity, at least the ground-down humanity would be given some time as their oppressors rebuilt their forces.

      There is no ‘hope’ for humanity’s freedom, Ponos-Omega considered. There is no ‘hope’ for the Old Earth Coalition station to survive this onslaught.

      But if Ponos-Omega marshalled its forces well, and acted as efficiently as it could, then it might be able to make sure that the disparate, far-flung noble houses would be able to band together.

      Legacy meant a fight to the last soldier standing. It meant glory through the ultimate price…

      Death.

      Which was why, given all these computations, that Ponos-Omega was quite frankly stunned by the turn of events that changed the fate of the OEC station, turning a Legacy Scenario into one of a Stalemate!

      The Alpha-vessel had warped out, and the Alpha-vessel was the most dangerous opponent of all.

      It wasn’t that Ponos-Alpha hadn’t rationalized why the Alpha-vessel had left. The machine intelligence had, after all, been the one to help send the crew of the Mercury Blade to Esther to dismantle or destroy the warp gate that was fueling the Valyien’s connection to this dimension. The mecha inside the OEC knew that as soon as the Alpha-vessel realized what Captain Eliard and the others were doing, it would attempt to stop them…

      But now what? That was what made Ponos-Omega confused, distracted, and disturbed. Had Captain Eliard Martin and the others succeeded? The mecha didn’t know. None of his scans or sensors revealed any data information coming out of Esther at all. And even if they had succeeded, what did that mean the Armcore forces attacking the station would do next?

      No, the Ponos-Omega intelligence didn’t know what was happening, or whether Eliard had succeeded or failed.

      And that made the strange hybrid intelligence not merely confused or disturbed…but scared.
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            Eliard, a Strange New Land

          

        

      

    

    
      Something grabbed me…

      Captain Eliard Martin screamed, and his voice fractured into a thousand sonic beats and tones, dizzyingly complex and varied, and completely, utterly, drekk-crazy…

      He flailed his limbs, but it was like moving in a dream, where he couldn’t feel what he was doing or whether they were responding to his thoughts or not, but that they were there anyway…he hoped.

      Colors washed against his eyes. At first, the captain had been blinded by the milky-white glare that had been emanating from the Valyien warp gate, but then the colors shifted, becoming a kaleidoscope of purple, yellow, crimson, green and blue, as well as many colors that his normal human eyes had no name for.

      Something grabbed me, and I fell into the warp gate…

      The thoughts were coming back to him as he struggled and fought, just like waking up groggily and having the tiny elements of sanity remerge. Somehow, everything that had happened before this swirling color-scape, here and now, felt like a blur.

      How long have I been in here? He opened his mouth to scream. Had it really only been a few seconds? Or was it a few lifetimes? Time meant nothing here, and Eliard had no way of knowing if he had fallen just through the warp gate to the other side of the dais or whether he had in fact found a crack in the fabric of the universe and was even now falling between dimensions.

      Something grabbed…

      What had it been? One of Alpha’s spider-drones? The image swam into his mind of the thing’s metallic chitin as it filled his vision—

      But then, where is it now? He looked around himself in the veils, unsure of what was happening. The colors were changing, swirling; they were physical things, like gases or liquids, although he didn’t feel wet. When he brought what he thought to be his own arm in front of him, it appeared misty and blurred, but it also was not attached to the spider-drone…

      Where did it go? Where am I going?

      “…!” The colors rippled, and some sort of awareness spiked through Eliard that danger was coming. He didn’t know how he knew, but he saw the colors shift from pastel to darker, uglier shades of purple and red as an indistinct, blurry shape moved towards him…

      “…!!” It was the spider-drone, suddenly screaming out of the void as if flung at him, its whip-like prehensile talons reaching for him.

      Gah! Eliard raised the Device that completely enclosed his lower right arm from the elbow to beyond his fingers. The Device had been his constant companion on this crazy adventure—a piece of experimental Armcore technology that the old Ponos had sent Eliard to receive, believing it to hold the key to defeating Alpha.

      The Device shivered and twitched on his arm, its scales sliding out and interlocking until it turned into a long spike of bone and shell-like horn—

      WHUMPF!

      —that the spider-drone impaled itself on as the hardened scale pierced metal and plate as easily as cardboard.

      That was the evolutionary advantage of this weapon, Eliard reasoned as he was thrown back by the impact, head over heels. The Device was a piece of Q’Lot virus that had been modified by Armcore at the genetic level to act as a virus in the human body, allowing it to adapt and mutate to any threat.

      Well, it worked here… Eliard thought as he felt the heat hitting his face from the spider-drone’s sizzling circuits, just inches away from his own body. But the Device had seemed ineffectual and pathetic when Eliard had faced the war cruiser-sized Alpha-vessel. And it was appearing to tax his own body every time he used it, as the virus fed off his body’s essential nutrients.

      And why in the holy names of all the stars isn’t it adapting to get me out of this…here…whatever it is that I am stuck within!? The captain tried to raise his hand to kick and shove at the metal body impaled on his arm as he turned over and over through the surreal void.

      Whump.

      Something was happening. The captain felt a tremor go through his entire body like an electric shock. It had to be this void. It was doing something to him…but what?

      Whump. Another of the shocks, although he was sure that nothing had touched him, and the captain saw that whatever the strange attack was, it was also affecting the impaled body of the drone as well.

      It was disintegrating.

      What!? Eliard flapped and rolled as he saw that yes, the very edges of the stilled robot drone had started to wisp away as if the entire thing was only made of dust, or that it was a sand sculpture being mauled by the wind.

      Whump.

      What…is that? Could that be happening to…me? Eliard couldn’t feel his body, only the near electric shocks that kept hitting him. It must be this carcass… He redoubled his efforts to kick it from his arm, finding it comparatively easy as his foot passed almost straight through the lower mechanical sections, all of the metal giving way to dust and a silver, simmering grit as if the spider-drone had possessed no substance whatsoever.

      Am I dreaming? Hallucinating this? the captain thought. It felt like a dream, and he was sure that he had heard of toxic hallucinations happening when someone was subjected to warp plasma.

      Well, actually, I’ve heard of the warp plasma having an anti-matter reaction with matter and creating a localized thermo-nuclear blast, Eliard thought as he did suddenly feel something else in his body.

      A crippling, terrible nausea, and then pain.

      Whump.

      It was a low-level pain at first, like a tattoo or a sunburn or a sprain… And it was happening everywhere, all over his body all at once. Eliard raised his other, still-human hand to his face to see that his worst fears had indeed become realized…

      His fingers were wisping at their edges and becoming even more indistinct than they had been in this field of light and color.

      I’m going to fade away to nothing. Just atoms or subatomic particles on the stellar winds… Eliard was panicking, trying to swim and kick with limbs that were gradually becoming more insubstantial with every passing heartbeat.

      I have to get back to where the edge of the field is… He was certain that he had less foot than he’d had a few moments ago to use to propel himself through this nightmare.

      Something grabbed me, and I fell into the warp gate… his addled brain repeated endlessly as Eliard tried to think. Didn’t that mean that there was a way back, too? That he might be just stuck atop that dais, but that somewhere, somehow, there was an edge that he could throw himself through?

      It was a very slim and cold comfort, but it was all that Eliard could hope for as he struggled and flailed while more bits of him started to fragment in this surreal void, wisps streaming from the back of his head and his heels, his shoulders and his back.

      What would happen when he got out of there? Would it be like an injury, the elements of him scoured to the bone by the plasma? He didn’t know because he could only feel the-

      Whump

      And the rising sense of nausea and burning pain.

      Or would all of his extremities just cease to exist in any reasonable way at all? Eliard wondered if he would ever be able to fly again, see again, or even walk again if he ever got out.

      Whump.

      This time, the shock that shook through him was like a kick to the gut, and he doubled over in pain as he rolled through the plasma field. His eyes were burning, and he wasn’t sure how much he could take.

      I just want to go home, he cried out in silent anguish. I don’t want to be here. Please, just take me home!

      Whump.

      The colors went out, and the pain stopped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eliard coughed and gasped, his mouth feeling dry but undoubtedly feeling physical. “Ca…Cah…Cassie?” Eliard croaked, thinking of the blonde House Archival agent whom he had let down already many times since knowing her.

      Everything ached, but not in that electric way or the rising burn of whatever the warp field had done to him. He was lying on a stone floor, his body shivering and cold.

      Is this Esther? The captain coughed and spat onto the floor, trying to blink open his aching eyes.

      It was dark in here, almost pitch black save for a glow at the distant end. The captain wondered if he was still in the ziggurat and where, if so, were the steps that should lead him down to the main room? And where were Cassie and the others? Where was the Mercury Blade?

      “If you’ve gone and abandoned me here, you drekkers…” he wheezed, managing to push himself up at least to his knees and into a crouch.

      For one thing, he wasn’t on the top of a dais at all. This room was flat.

      It was also not entirely featureless. The captain saw strange whorls and swirls on the floor that hurt his eyes to look at, as if they were moving when he knew that couldn’t be the case. Smaller, tight, ugly little marks like runes struck out here and there on their own rambling inscriptions at odd intersections of the whirling patterns.

      Those runes… He knew what they were. He had seen them before, he was sure of it.

      On the warp pillars of the gate at Esther. Yes, that’s it. Eliard’s frazzled mind tried to remember. He had been so close to them as he had fired the Device at one of them that he had a chance to see the same whorls, loops, engravings, and jagged-edge runes here and there across the black stone.

      This had to be some sort of Valyien writing, he thought. I must be somewhere on Esther… He wondered if that was what the warp gates did: that they could act as jump gates too? Just like ship’s own warp engine used warp plasma to create a miniature wormhole through spacetime to connect two different points.

      I need to get back to them! Alarm ran through Eliard. He had failed to destroy the warp gate, clearly, since he managed to use it to jump here—wherever here was—and so that meant that somewhere outside, hopefully nearby, Cassie Milan, Irie, and the other not-so-human two would be still battling the spider-drones. He had to get to them.

      The captain stumbled to booted feet that were, thankfully, apparently unscathed by the strange disintegrating effect that he’d been certain had been wrecking his body. His hand also appeared to be unscathed, and when he patted down his body, every part appeared to be in the right place.

      “What I saw in there must have just been a hallucination,” he croaked to himself as he started to lurch towards one corner of the cavern that appeared a little lighter than the others, fully expecting to see a tunnel or a chink of light falling between two Valyien-constructed boulders…

      Firming up his certainty that the experience had all been a dream, Eliard saw that there was no body of the spider-drone anywhere nearby him as he lurched. Surely it would have come through the warp gate with me, if it had been there?

      The patch of light up ahead grayed and lightened as he stumbled closer to it. The captain’s body still ached, and he wondered what the exposure to a stable warp field had done to his insides. Had the Device—whose job it was to adapt, after all—protected him? It didn’t feel like it.

      It was a tunnel, worn and smooth in the rock, curving gently upwards before turning a corner and abruptly coming to an end. What?

      The way was blocked by lots and lots of collapsed blocks, some spilling out onto the floor and looking as though they had been there a long time. But some of the joins between the blocks weren’t sealed and allowed light to filter through in shafts speckled with motes of dust.

      Light, real, good honest light. The captain almost swore that he could taste some fresh air coming through the boulder pile as well, which his wearied body wanted to drink if it could, like a thirsty man craves water.

      Moving awkwardly, he leaned against the boulders and tentatively pushed with his one good hand and the snubbed end of the Device that was his other. There was a grating sound and a crunch, and a small chink of light grew wider, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Well, I haven’t gone through all of this just to end up starving to death in some desert pyramid!” Eliard said, heaving again at the boulders.

      Another crunching sound, but nothing else moved. The boulders were too large for him. But luckily, Eliard still had a variety of weapons about his person, including his two side-holstered pistols and of course…

      The Device.

      “C’mon, don’t fail me now…” He took a step back and raised the Device at the wall. He didn’t know what the Device would do, or how it would react to the current threat. He never knew what the Device was going to do and could only tentatively suggest to it to make a gun or a blade or a…

      Pickaxe?

      A sickly, nauseous feeling spread through his body as he felt the Device morph in front of him, the thin light revealing his arm reconfiguring itself as blue scales slid and lengthened, grew and contracted, before it had finally reached its final form.

      “Agh…!” Eliard wheezed, his chest pounding as the Device sapped away vital nutrients that his body probably needed for a thousand other tasks, like breathing.

      But now, he did indeed have a tool to dismantle the wall. His right arm had lengthened into a rod of blue compressed-scale bone that ended in something like a harpoon’s head of gleaming bone metal. The captain saw immediately that he could use the ‘point’ of the arrow as a pike to wedge into the holes and cracks between the rocks, whilst the flaring, toothed edges would work to wiggle and hook at the rocks to pull them apart.

      Taking a deep breath, the captain started to attack the boulder wall where the chinks of light were the largest. He jabbed and poked, levered, and braced his legs against the walls to heave and pull until—

      Ka-Thunk! Two of the settled rocks slid backwards into the light, creating an alarming judder through the rest of the wall and a plume of rock dust that eventually settled, and now Eliard was looking at a broad swathe of a weak sort of light coming through to the other side. Thank the stars! Poking his head through, the captain saw that on the other side was a simple passageway, and one that had obviously been created by intelligent hands. There were gray flagstones on the floor, and the walls were similarly constructed of sturdy blockwork. It seemed that this passageway ended here and turned at one end as it rose on heavy steps.

      It almost looked familiar, the captain thought as he squirmed though the hole and fell to the other side, gasping for breath. He lay there for a moment, allowing the fresher air to fill his lungs. It wasn’t dry and dusty as he had thought that the desert world of Esther had been, but was instead almost sweet, and sharp with the tang of something like salt.

      I guess there must be an underground water source nearby… the captain reasoned as he pushed himself up to his feet to follow the passageway up the steps. The thought of the nearby water gave him impetus and even made him forget his bone-weariness a little. It would good to plunge his head into that water, clearing it so he could work out where Cassie and the others were.

      And the Alpha spider-drones… Eliard remembered with a spike of shame. He didn’t have time to be tired. He took the steps two at a time, turning as they curled around in a tight spiral once more. A rectangular doorway opening appeared at the end of the stairs above him, bright and glaring with light.

      Something pricked at his memory, insistent and annoying, but the captain ignored it.

      The final doorway appeared a little odd to his eyes. The blocks there were complicated and there were strips of metal still attached to them where another original door had been. Eliard shook his head and blinked against the glare of unaccustomed light as he ignored the very Coalition-looking door and stepped out into the brighter light of the room beyond—

      To find himself walking into a room that he knew well. Very well.

      This was the atrium to the Martin Palace, precisely where he had grown up.
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      “Just so long as you don’t make any sudden moves…” Irie hissed under her breath as she made a show of fiddling with her boots on the dais.

      “If this gets me shot…” Cassie grumbled as she put her hand over the small device that Irie had surreptitiously palmed to the agent’s ankle.

      “It won’t. I promise. Kinda.”

      “Kinda?” Cassie made a face as she straightened back up, slipping the small rectangle of metal tubing, brass-plated at one end, under the inside of her wrist. “What does it do?”

      “Low-range frequency disruption…” Irie muttered. “We might be able to…”

      Cassie nodded that she understood, not wanting whatever sensitive sensors that the Alpha spider-drones might have to pick up their intentions.

      Given the logic that Alpha wanted them alive, it was Irie’s assertion that the spider-drones wouldn’t do anything to harm them from now on. Which meant that they had a bit more freedom to move, talk, and plan.

      And this is Irie’s answer to our plight… Cassandra didn’t move her head but cast her eyes down as if depressed at their confinement to look at the small device against her arm. It appeared to be just a couple of metal tubes, one much larger than the other, attached in a small housing unit with wires moving between the ends, brass caps, and just one plastic-formed red button.

      “Do I just press it?” Cassie said.

      “When you are in position, yeah.” Irie nodded, suddenly raising her hands to yawn.

      Whirr. Click. At the unexpected movement by the human engineer, all of the nearest spider-drones turned fractionally to train their arms at Irie. They were vigilant, and clearly motion sensitive, as Irie had explained, but they didn’t fire or react anymore as Irie didn’t pose a threat.

      No visible threat, Cassie thought, knowing that in the engineer’s hand was concealed another of these low-range frequency disruptors.

      “Just wait until I give the signal,” Irie whispered as she stretched, leaning down to her feet before standing slowly up. Cassandra didn’t think that the aches and stiffness of her legs were faked at all.

      Whirr. Whirr. Click. The spider-drones tracked her every movement.

      “What!? I’m biological! We need to move about sometimes!” Irie muttered loudly, standing up as if she was faced with nothing more dangerous than a nosy neighbor and proceeding to make exaggerated stretches and steps down the dais towards the drones.

      The reaction in the watching army was like watching a flock of birds, Cassie thought, seeing them move and flutter in almost perfect unison as they followed Irie with their arms. When she had almost reached the bottom, the spider-drones took steps back in widening ripples so that the front line was always a predetermined distance between the tips of their metal talons and the engineer.

      “Say, Cassie?” Irie turned a little slowly, calling out in a very loud, over-acted voice. “Aren’t your legs stiff as well!?” She nodded to the other side of the room. “Why don’t you take a walk over there, like I’m doing here?”

      Irie wants to make sure that she can block Alpha’s signal to every one of these drone robots down here. Cassandra nodded. That was what the disruptors were designed to do: create a field of agitated electrons that would work to disrupt any subspace frequencies that the Alpha-vessel above must be using to communicate its orders to the spider-drones. With two being fired off at either end of the same confined space, then Irie must be convinced that they would be able to wrest control over the drones, and maybe even turn them off completely.

      “Yes, Irie. I think I do.” Cassandra Milan, the House Archival agent, slowly copied the engineer, first stretching out her legs and then bending down, reaching out before standing up in large, slow movements.

      Click. Click. Whirrr.

      Precisely half of the gathered drones in the room turned to concentrate their many metal arms and talons precisely upon her, sending a shiver of fear up her spine.

      This is terrifying. The agent froze as her many years of training dictated. House Archival might have been librarians and custodians of dry facts and histories, the Imperial Coalition’s memory, but their agents were just as highly-trained combat operatives as every other house. Only a House Archival agent had expressly been trained to be able to investigate and analyze situations in order to gain specific information.

      Everything inside Milan’s body screamed at her to stand still until an opportunity presented itself to avoid certain death, but with great strength of will, she forced her legs to move, taking the first stone step down to the floor and then another, in the opposite direction that Irie had taken.

      Whirr. Click.

      “Yzyk-0^3!?” said the last, tallest of their colleagues, looking up at her over its mess of mouth-tentacles. It was the Q’Lot, clad in its now-dusty off-white and silver-edged robes. The thing’s head was encased in a large blue sphere that Cassandra had thought was some kind of visor containing breathable liquids, but she could see the thing’s face just as clearly as if it were just blue-colored air. The Q’Lot appeared agitated.

      “It’s alright,” Cassandra tried to reassure her colleague. Was it the same one that had rescued her, and whom she had talked to in the Q’Lot ship? She didn’t know.

      “Kelli-f4^ou-ikha!” The Q’Lot made a strange series of gargling and rasping noises, ending on a set of highly tonal trills like that of a songbird. Even the House Archival agent, trained in at least seven of the major languages and a further four of the minor ones to be found throughout the reach of the Imperial Coalition, still had no idea what it was saying unless it decided to speak human Old Earth Standard.

      Which I know you can do. Cassie made slow, pacifying movements to her Q’Lot savior as she wondered whether the Q’Lot had a particular reason why they wouldn’t want to speak in human tongue. Did it pain them to make their mouth parts move in such ways? Or shame them?

      I cannot explain to you what is going on, only that it is. Cassie willed her thoughts at the creature, knowing that it was useless. You just have to trust me…

      Just as she just had to trust that Irie Hanson’s mental calculations had been right.

      “Come on, Cassie!” Irie said in an overly enthusiastic and loud voice. “Once you get moving, you will start to feel better!” she said forcefully, all for the sake of whatever mechanical ears that their prison guards had installed on them.

      I drekking well hope that you’re right, Irie. Cassandra took another step, expecting to feel the clamp of metal on her wrist or skewering through her ribcage at any moment. But it didn’t come.

      “Yzyk-!” The Q’Lot started to wave its two larger, more humanoid arms.

      No! What are you doing!? Cassie thought in alarm.

      Click. Whirr. The assembled spider-drones easily split their numbers again, with a third concentrating on Irie’s movements, a third on Cassandra’s, and the last third now focused on the anxiously signaling Q’Lot.

      It’s trying to help us out! Cassandra realized, by splitting the attention of the drones. The Q’Lot might not know what they were planning, but it was working as best it could with them, she saw. Filled with this opportunity, Cassandra took another step, and then another.

      “Easy does it…” Irie said, waving her arms about her head as if regaining some life through them as she neared the far end of the chamber, near the exit.

      Click. Click. CLACK! The nearest of the robot drones next to Irie moved to block any attempted passage into the tunnel, moving in one smooth, automated motion.

      Had she pushed it too far? Cassandra locked up once again, and everyone stilled, taking a deep breath.

      The spider-drones similarly stalled, as one.

      Phew. There were no sudden movements from their captors, no screams from the engineer. Cassie started to move, trying hard to ignore the whirrs and tracking movements around her as she passed halfway, then most of the way to the other end of the room.

      “Yzyk-! Yzyk-!” The Q’Lot resumed its frantic waving, and this time opened up its smaller midriff arms as well, further causing consternation amongst their watchful enemy.

      I’m there! Cassandra reached the precisely smooth walls of stone and turned to see that Irie had similarly turned back towards her, nodding as she raised her own hand that held the Low Range Frequency Disruptor—

      “Halt,” an oddly cultured voice burst into the room. It sounded almost human, Cassandra observed in an instant. Almost, except for the fact that it was being transmitted at the exact same time through whatever electronic speakers that each of these spider-drones had. The voice also displayed an oddly clipped sort of tone at the same time, as if the mind that the voice belonged to did not really understand human vocal subtleties.

      Alpha. Cassandra grimaced, sweat beading on her brow. She knew that voice anywhere. She had been there when the thing was born and that it had announced itself to the world, after all.

      “You are behaving with a forty-eight percent deviancy from human normal in all captor-hostage scenarios. Desist immediately,” Alpha stated.

      Casandra looked at Irie, and even from the opposite ends of the room, she could see that the other woman’s eyes were round with worry.

      Drekk this. Cassandra raised her own hand containing the device. I’m not taking orders from that thing anymore… She thumbed the button, making sure that Irie saw her do it, and hurriedly repeat—

      “Halt!” the echoed voice of Alpha had a chance to say just as Cassandra felt an electric tingle spread along her arm, and every hair on her body started to frizz with the pregnant static energy she had introduced.

      Do I keep my thumb on the button? She realized that she had no idea as she held the small thing out in front of her, copying Irie precisely.

      The spider-drones had tracked their available talon-arms to the humans’ last movements, but they weren’t attacking. If anything, they appeared to be no longer moving at all, as the Q’Lot suddenly stood up, and elicited no response from any of the drones nearby. They all just stood stock still in their last positions.

      “Looks good to me…” Cassandra hopped quickly to one side. Again, no movement. “We did it! These things worked!” she called out to Irie, who was already using her one free hand to pat down her suit and hurriedly draw out a small stick of something whiteish.

      “Of course it worked! Just keep holding the button down until I can get the fixative in place!” Irie smeared the end of the white plasticine-like glob over the depressed button and waited, blowing on it to speed the drying time as it turned solid in moments. “Here. Do the same. Don’t stick your thumb to the damn thing.” Irie set her Disruptor on the floor and then threw the stick of plasti-crete adhesive expertly over the heads of the spider-drones for the House Archival agent to catch one-handed, before copying her.

      “What do we do now?” Cassandra said. “The Alpha-vessel is in atmospheric orbit outside. It’s probably sending a new wave of something down here to get us…”

      “It has to be here somewhere…” Irie had snagged more tools from her engineering pouches and was already half-scrambling over the nearest drone, looking for something. “We’ve been lucky. These spider-drones might be created by the most advanced machine intelligence the galaxy has ever known, but it made an awful lot of them in a short time, and that means that it’s easier to make from a template…”

      Cassandra saw Irie’s face suddenly light up as she said, “Aha! Found it!”

      “Found what?”

      “I’ve seen something like these spider-drones before. I used to be a mech-builder before I was a starship engineer, right?” Irie moved one of the handheld tools to one side of the drone’s central body-power unit, and Cassandra heard a fizz as sparks leapt up from the tiny laser welder.

      “Well, these spider-drones look based on an old exploration robot drone that Armcore used to build. Dead easy to build, and they all work on transmitters here, just under the right heat exchange vent.”

      “The what?” Cassie was frowning as she looked at the nearest stilled drone.

      “Doesn’t matter. The little black grill on the side of the body? Under that is a round crystal-glass window. Smash it and the transmitter-receiver diodes behind it,” Irie stated, already burning out the crystal-glass window and the transmitter-receiver on the next spider-drone, and the next. “I recognized the build of the drone and figured, or hoped anyway, that the Alpha hadn’t had time to come up with any special design for them. But it looks like it didn’t!” she said happily.

      Cassie Milan saw immediately just what she was looking for, and from her pockets drew forth the small concealed snub-pistol that she had hidden there.

      FZZT! A single shot was all it took for the tiny crystal-glass porthole to burst open and the sensitive electronics on the other side to melt and twist. Cassandra instantly moved to the next one, and then the next, as she noticed that the Q’Lot who had helped them was also doing the same thing—just not with any welder or assassin’s pistol, but instead with one of its midriff claw-arms. All it took was one simple tap from the large, almost eight-foot-tall Q’Lot and the window and electronics behind smashed.

      But even with the three of them, there were a lot of drones to cover, and all the while, Cassandra was painfully aware that the Alpha-vessel would probably have already strategized the perfect plan to counter their little mutiny and was already enacting it.

      “How–how does this help us get out of here?” Cassandra said, panting as she completed her tenth or eleventh such emancipation.

      “Probably doesn’t. But it’s an idea I have…” Irie stated, stopping on the last one and then proceeding to cauterize a hole through the top body and quickly drawing the connection cables from her own wrist computer to plug directly into it. “These things are all slaves, right? That’s how inter-linked mechas and drones work. It’s too much processing power to have attack and defense protocols and to think independently, so they slave their over-all mission intelligence to a controller—either a human pilot or, in our case…”

      “The Alpha upstairs.” Cassandra saw immediately what she meant.

      “Precisely. But they’re interlinked, as I said. We’ve cut the communication between Alpha and its toys down here, now we…” She turned and held her welder to the fixed Disruptor, for it to spark and flash in a small rupture of smoke.

      “Same?” Casandra checked, pointing her snub pistol back at the Disruptor she had recently held. When Irie nodded, she expertly shot it into an exploded wreckage of metal.

      “Now we tell them that they have a new master.” Irie’s fingers feverishly worked over her wrist computer’s holographic controls, and the singular spider-drone before her shook and shuddered for a moment, before turning back towards the passageway.

      “We have to keep this one safe. All the rest will follow the orders I give it.” Irie dismantled the cables with a flourish, just as there was the sound of thumps and scrapes from far above them as something landed on the roof of the ziggurat and scrabbled to the hole that had let in this drone army.

      “Now we run,” Irie said, already taking off with the master drone galloping just ahead of her, and instantly the wave of other freed spider-drones followed.
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      “There’s more following!” Cassie called as she ran beside the scuttling shape of one of the spider-drones at her side. They were charging down the tunnel that they had so recently charged up, but this time, their party was minus one Captain Eliard, and the spider-drones that surrounded them were their allies, not their pursuers.

      Behind them, more of Alpha’s controlled drones were chasing them, having spilled into the gate room as soon as Irie and Cassandra had destroyed the low-range disruptors. Because the disruptors would kill Irie’s wrist computer connection to the Mercury Blade as well, Cassandra had heard her shout.

      But Irie had sent messages through the master drone to the others for them to split their forces, with a sizable component staying at the back and forming a writhing, attacking wall against their own mechanical twins.

      “Nothing we can do about that! We’ll have more up ahead, I’m sure of it!” Irie said as the caved-in boulders of their entrance met them. She quickly set the first wave of their slaved drones into making a tunnel through the rocks, and Cassandra caught her breath to the sound of metal arms pounding on rocks.

      Crash! With a great billow of sand and rock dust, the way was clear, and instantly there was the whine and shriek of metal against each other as the forward line of freed drones met an approaching line of Alpha drones.

      We just have to push on through… Cassie raised the Q’Lot weapon that she held in her hands. Their weapons had been ‘confiscated’ by the spider-drones when they had been under the control of Alpha, but with the disruptors, they had managed to find them—all in working order and thankfully not destroyed by Alpha’s minions.

      “Dammit!” She couldn’t get a clear shot past the bodies of the spider-drones. In fact, she couldn’t even tell which of the writhing mass of metallic bodies were on their side and which were on the hybrid Valyien’s!

      “There’s nothing we can do…” Irie said, gritting her teeth as she looked from her wrist computer to the fighting both in front and behind them, the master drone standing patiently at her side like a pet.

      Crash! The only advantage that Irie and her robots had was that they had to fight in a confined space, and that Irie had no compunction against sacrificing the drones if it meant that she could take out more of the enemy. Cassandra watched as Irie worked on her wrist computer and one of the forward emancipated drones suddenly jumped forward, whirling its metal prehensile arms around itself in a spinning dervish-wheel against the front two Alpha-drones.

      Whumpf! A bright flash of flame and light as the two Alpha drones blew up, taking out the dervish drone with it. Irie grinned savagely and activated the next of their freed drones to do the same, pushing deeper through to the mouth of the tunnel before performing its frenzied, maddened attack, and then the next, and then—

      They were out!

      Cassandra felt the sudden blanket of oppressive warmth fall on her shoulders and the glare of a distant sun as her feet gave way.

      The humans and their drones were sliding down the weatherworn steps of the ziggurat, surrounded by the leaping and whirling shapes of Irie’s drones as the sky was filled with the sound of whirring and clanking.

      There are so many! Cassandra gasped as two rival ‘streams’ of the Alpha drones catapulted through the air towards them, for the freed drones to rise just in time.

      Fa-Thoom! Cassie had a better chance at shooting the drones now, using the Q’Lot rifle that looked more like a large bracketed conch-shell then it did any sort of weapon. The air in front of it miraged and doubled as the invisible energy fields hit some approaching Alpha drones, and they were torn apart by strange magnetic forces. The Q’Lot weaponry and ships were just as strange as the Valyien, she knew, but of a completely different nature.

      Screeech! One of the Alpha drones landed just meters away from her in the sand dunes outside the half-sunken ziggurat, and Cassie swung the Q’Lot rifle around, only for them to sweep past her, heading for the nearest of the freed drones.

      Fa-Thump! Thump! It was an easy thing to take the enemy robots out as their backs were turned to Cassie, but it made her stumble as she wondered, Why didn’t they attack me?

      The protocol against killing them had to still be in place!

      “Irie!” she shouted suddenly. Their battle wasn’t progressing. If Irie had meant to fight their way clear to where the Mercury Blade was still moored, then it was failing. Alpha had multiple times more spider-drones than they did, and they were bogged down right outside the ziggurat.

      With the Alpha-vessel above… Her eyes caught sight of the great beast of alien technology that hovered over the ziggurat, its undercarriage wreathed in thunderclouds.

      The Alpha-vessel was massive. Larger than even an Armcore war cruiser. It was also strange to look at, with its large humped oval of a body like a snail shell at one end, and the protruding ‘snout’ of four thin towers like lances for a prow, encrusted with globular, almost organic forms. Cassandra knew that the thing also had three super-large solar sails that it used as ‘fans,’ but they were reefed tight to the thing’s body as it hovered gargantuanly over the battlefield.

      “What!?” Irie shouted back.

      “They’re not trying to kill us!” Cassandra said, swallowing nervously.

      Fa-THOOOM! An explosion threw the sand everywhere as one of the nearby spider-drones were destroyed. “You could have fooled me!” Irie screamed, rolling over the sand with the master drone at her side.

      “They’re not! Rear-guard action!” Cassie snapped at her, pointing instead to the distant form of the Mercury Blade where it hovered over the sands. Irie took a moment to look at the battle raging around them and realized the truth of what Cassie was suggesting. In just those few heartbeats, there were multiple opportunities for Alpha’s drones to direct their attacks against the Q’Lot, Argyle Trent, Cassandra Milan or herself, yet they didn’t.

      “You’re right,” Irie said, flicking her fingers through the holographic controls at her wrist several more times for the remaining emancipated drones to concentrate their attack into a tight wall on the other side of them. They would have to run for the Blade, but with the spider-drones concentrating on attacking the freed drones, Cassandra rather thought that it was the best chance they had.

      “Go!” Cassandra called, already starting to run as Argyle Trent and the Q’Lot instantly outpaced them, before stopping at the next dune to turn and fire back over Cassie and Irie’s heads.

      They ran, Cassandra’s feet being pulled at by the sand so that it felt like ten times the effort to get half as far if the surface had been solid rock. Behind them came the ever-increasing sound of explosions and rending metal.

      They were halfway there. Irie started to activate the Mercury’s engines remotely, and Cassandra saw the dull glow of the thrusters powering up—

      Fa-THOOOM!

      Suddenly, they were all lifted off their feet and Cassandra saw the thunderclouds and the edge of the Alpha-vessel against her vision, before a dizzying twist and she was slammed back down into the sand again, heavily.

      “Ugh…” She croaked and coughed, pushing herself up to her knees to see what had gone so terribly wrong…and if her limbs were all in the right place, it had to be said. Her limbs were just as they should be, but the sound of the battle had dulled to a low ringing in her ears.

      There, just behind her where the master drone had been that Irie had taken control of, was a ruined and blackened circle, decorated with twists and shreds of blackened metal.

      “The master drone!” Cassie gasped, before realizing what had happened to it. There was only one force in the nearby vicinity that could have precision-shot the master drone with such accuracy, and who had been able to work out just what Irie had done to empower them.

      Alpha. Cassandra looked up to see the ship starting to turn in minute degrees so that it was facing them. “Alpha worked out we were using a master/slave relationship, and it…” Cassandra was saying, as the last of the freedom-fighter drones crashed over to its side, its limbs twitching as it did so.

      Alpha had worked out that Irie’s bot was the master, and in taking it out with the precision-guided laser shot from the vessel itself—

      All of Irie’s drones had fallen uselessly away.

      Oh crap, Cassandra thought as Alpha’s own spider-drones immediately swarmed and leapt in the air towards them.

      “RUN!” Irie screamed, already hopping to her feet to get to her beloved Mercury Blade.

      “If you persist…” that same metallic voice rang out across the sky, amplified by all of the charging Alpha-drones. “I will be forced to destroy your ship.”

      “No!” Irie was the first to burst out, as Alpha’s drones leapt and catapulted their spinning bodies high and far over their heads, landing between them and the Mercury…

      No! Cassandra echoed. They had come so close, despite the odds. So. Drekking. Close.

      The Alpha spider-drones landed all around the ship in a haphazard oval, raising a selection of their wings to point directly at the Mercury Blade. Cassie wondered how many that she could take out before they did so much damage that the Blade would never fly again.

      “You can’t. You glorified drekking calculator, you can’t…” Irie had stumbled to her knees, helplessly watching the ring of spider-drones about to launch themselves at the Mercury Blade and literally tear it apart, panel by panel.

      “Qw3i-ckl-4^oh,” the Q’Lot jabbered, and even though Cassie couldn’t understand its strange speech, she thought that she knew perfectly well what it meant.

      “Yeah…” Cassie similarly slumped to her knees in the warm sand. “We’re screwed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Eliard, Home at Last

          

        

      

    

    
      “But… This is impossible…” Eliard whispered into the still air of the House Martin hallway.

      To say that he recognized where he stood would be a complete understatement. Eliard remembered running down this very hallway, holding a perfect replica of a T-Jet fighter aloft as he imagined the aerial battles he would one day take part in.

      The real battles had been nothing like what he had imagined at six years old. I had been a fool, back then… His thoughts turned darker as he also remembered his father, Lord General Martin—now long since deceased, passed away on his deathbed right upstairs, without his only son there to watch his final moments—storming through these halls, shouting loudly that his son had to train harder, study more, be better!

      The atrium hallway was one of the main arteries that crossed in front of the main reception hall, with two grand staircases at either end and doorways along its length leading out into Lady Martin’s courtyard.

      My mother. Eliard took a few steps across the pristine, glossy marble to the open arched doorways to see the fairly small courtyard that his mother had presided over all of his childhood life. There in the center was the fountain statue of the Martin Sea Eagle still standing prominent over its stone basin, but no water flowed and chimed from underneath it. There were still the collections of great basalt and granite bowls in which his mother had trained lavender and thyme, heathers and rare flowers, but now they were just barren pots of desiccated dirt. The gravel was still crushed white, still as immaculate as it had always been, but everything else had the look of something long forgotten.

      The doors, Eliard realized with a start. All of the computerized doorways were gone, ripped from their emplacements, leaving behind dangling wires. On the other side of the courtyard, the front terrace of the Martin Palace—which also formed the outer wall—had at its center a large, baroque-style vaulted archway inside of which should be two grand mahogany doors. These were seeded with conductors and sensors and energy field transmitters, of course—his father might have had a taste for the fine things in life, but he could never be called an idiot.

      And through the main doors… Eliard wavered a little on his feet. The view should be one of the winding, wide roadway that swept down sharply as it zigzagged across the broken hill to the capital city of Branton, which took its name from this home world of Branton 1, the home of the Martin Noble House.

      But the city was no more.

      “What the…” The young captain’s feet took him across the courtyard without thought, he didn’t even notice the crunch of his feet on the gravel, until he was standing just outside the front of the palace and looking down at what should be a prosperous, almost idyllic scene.

      The palace of the Noble House of Martin should have stood on the near crags of hills that surrounded the city of Branton on the coast of the great and wide seas. Behind the palace should be the lines of sharp-peaked mountains from which the Martin Sea Eagles and ospreys and raptors would fly. Branton 1 should have been a prosperous, wealthy Imperial Coalition city, sprawling past its original walled confines to form three further rings, interconnected with plasti-crete highways.

      Even though generations of Eliard’s family had passed strict ordinance rules to ensure that Branton and its surroundings maintained the look of some ancient Earth Mediterranean coastal city, it should still boast a dozen of the crystal-glass domes and spires that the younger and gaudier noble houses threw up all over their townships. Only a few gunmetal skybridges should be in existence, and the various tall lights of the harbor—stone towers rising and narrowing like spikes many hundreds of feet into the air—should constantly be flaring with ruddy navigation lights.

      But no more.

      Branton 1 lay in ruins. A tortured and intentional ruin as well. Eliard’s mind quickly moved from one broken district to another.

      The pirate captain had seen his fair share of battlefields—not as many as if he had stayed at Trevalyn Academy and been drafted as a captain in the Martin House Navy, granted, but enough to know that some terrible war had been waged against his home.

      But when? This didn’t make any sense! Martin shook his head. Where was his mother, Lady Martin? She had taken over the rulership of the noble house, naturally, upon his father’s death, and even though she had despaired and was deeply ashamed over her son’s abandonment of his noble heritage, she was the one of his parents he’d always had at least a grudging respect for.

      She should be here. Eliard’s mind started to panic. Unless…

      Alpha had defeated the Imperial Coalition Fleet. Wasn’t that what Ponos had told him back on the ice planet of Epsilon G3-ov? That Armcore and the noble houses had amassed to try and put an end to the Alpha-vessel, but Armcore had betrayed the rest of the Imperial noble houses and had instead sided with the hybrid machine intelligence.

      Had they attacked here after that? Eliard thought that the answer was obvious.

      At the time, the captain knew that he and the Mercury Blade had taken the ECN back to the Old Earth Coalition station, and then Alpha and Armcore had come after them as the Mercury Blade had rendezvoused with Cassandra Milan and her Q’Lot allies at the warp gate on Esther, intending to stop the flow of Valyien intelligence from whatever strange ab-dimension they now occupied into this one, and their puppet, the Alpha-vessel.

      Alpha must have sent some of the Armcore war cruisers here. Eliard gritted his teeth as he studied the wreckage of the city he used to play truant in, going to down and out mariner bars in an attempt to annoy his father, which wasn’t hard for Eliard, being who he was and the lord general being who he was.

      There were no crystal-glass domes anymore, only the shells of meter-thick composite glass, broken open and revealing nothing inside but debris and weeds.

      The sky bridges too had vanished except for spurs like bones sticking from a trauma victim. Other parts of Branton had seemingly been turned into a soup of crushed rock and metal—all of the individual lines of houses and narrow streets losing their distinctive pennants, trees, colors, and instead merging into an ochre, bland soup of tragedy.

      Circles. Impact craters, Eliard saw quickly. These areas of destruction were largely composed of various sizes of impact circles so large that they could only mean one thing: orbital bombardment.

      “Only Armcore and Alpha have the firepower to do that…” Eliard thought aloud, before remembering that the Alpha-vessel had been chasing them through warp, heading straight to Old Earth before being beaten back, returning with a fleet, and then warping after them again to Alpha.

      Could Alpha have so completely destroyed Branton during that time? Eliard wondered. Given the frenetic activity of the last forty-eight hours, he rather doubted that such a task was even in the hybrid Armcore-Valyien’s capabilities, as well as pacifying the entire Imperial Coalition at the same time.

      “No… This is more like something that Dane Tomas would do…” Eliard’s face felt hot with rage and he could feel his heartrate starting to pound in his chest.

      Dane Tomas was the CEO, Commander-in-Chief, and Senior of the Armcore industrial complex, inherited from his own father the old Senior Tomas just as Eliard should have inherited this world from his own father, Lord General Martin. Armcore was never supposed to make a direct attack against any noble house, let alone any of their home worlds, but the pirate captain was under no illusions about the murderous capacities of the current senior.

      He did just betray all of the noble houses and lead them to their deaths, after all.

      But still, as Eliard surveyed his corrupted inheritance, it was still hard to fathom how quickly all of this had happened. There were great swathes of blackened soot marks over entire districts as firestorms must have raged through the city, and the entire harbor wall facing the seas was down, with the near coastline not being the crash of white, slate-grey and blue coasts but instead a sluggish, brownish murk from all of the contaminants and debris that had washed into it.

      Eliard, apart from being young, fairly quick-witted, and entirely reckless, had a few other advantages to his name, and one was that he had been trained at least a little in strategy and martial arts as the heir to a noble house. His mind quickly informed him that in order for this orbital bombardment to take place, and to be successful, the Armcore force must have also breached the space hub’s defenses far above them, as well as neutralizing the forward defense stations on each of Branton’s two moons, and that the Armcore Fleet had to have overcome the field of ring-satellites that were even farther out that protected Branton space and the valuable shipping lanes.

      Each of these were conquests that a dedicated, highly-trained, and seriously-well equipped force could do of course, the pirate captain knew. He had himself run a dozen scenarios back in his youthful years at Trevalyn Academy where he had to work out the size of a force necessary to defend a noble house home world from invasion.

      But it would take time, he also knew. And word would get out.

      This looked as though it had happened so suddenly… He turned to look back at the palace before receiving his next shock of a lifetime.

      The mountains that had always stood behind the Martin Palace before eventually turning into craggy clifftops further north of its position were…different.

      “No. That is… That is impossible…” Eliard gasped for the second time since arriving here.

      The mountain range itself had taken a battering as if some ancient god-hand had swept out of the sky and brushed aside their tops in a fit of rage. The peaks that he was so used to seeing that he could remember them in his sleep—Eyrie, Traitor’s Pass, Storm—were now a collapsed wreckage of rocky landslides.

      “But… How?” Eliard couldn’t even begin to fathom the sort of destructive power that had been unleashed.

      Of course, Armcore could perform such terrible feats, but it would probably take more than one war cruiser to do it, wouldn’t it? And it would also be an entirely non-strategic and punitive move, unless all that Senior Tomas had wanted to do here was to kick at the bones of his enemies like a child in a tantrum.

      But something about all of this was scraping at the inside of Eliard’s skull. A gnawing realization that he knew was there, but for some reason didn’t want to surface.

      A massive orbital attack, he reasoned. Something that hadn’t happened since the bad old years of the House Wars…

      Looking between mutilated mountains and crushed city, Eliard realized all of a sudden what it was: the people.

      “Where is everyone?” He turned his eyes to scan the debris below in just the same manner as one of the eagles that were his family’s crest. All of this had to have happened in the past forty-eight hours, but where had all the people gone? He couldn’t see signs of any movement in the wreckage. None. Nada. Zilch.

      “No one can evacuate that fast,” Eliard said with conviction. Even with the best of planning, Eliard was trained enough to know that no matter how tight the security and emergency protocols, an attack against a city of Branton’s size would always leave refugees behind. It was a sad fact, but it was one that anyone with strategy and tactical experience knew. There were simply too many people in an urban center as large as Branton for there not to be some left behind—perhaps they were the ones who refused to leave their homes, or the last of the city defense staff, or the various mercenaries, looters, and criminal underbelly who always tried to profit from such storms of history.

      And yet Eliard could see no one. At all.

      All in forty-eight hours? Seventy-two? If Eliard wasn’t looking at the evidence with his own two eyes, then he quite simply wouldn’t believe it. He was caught between going down into the city itself or back to the palace, but a shiver through his limbs reminded him what he needed right now, more than anything.

      I need food. And water. And medical attention.

      One thing that Eliard could say in favor of his austere family was that even though they were one of the most prestigious, his father had always insisted that the Martin Palace be stockpiled as if at any time they were about to endure a siege or some other sort of disaster.

      ‘We may look strong, but in fact, all of the home worlds are vulnerable!’ Eliard clearly remembered his father lecturing him at some forgotten stage.

      “Clearly.” Eliard thought of the vacant and disheveled Branton behind him as he walked through the empty arches back into his mother’s courtyard.

      ‘We may have warp drives. We may have faster-than-light communication through the data-space, but still… We must never forget that a few hundred thousand, thousands of thousands, in some cases, million leagues separate the Imperial Coalition worlds.’

      Eliard reflected that his father was perhaps the most warlike person that he had ever had the misfortune of knowing. Not warlike in the way that the Duergar were warlike—that large, troll-like alien species with their shovel-heads and tusks and bodies that were almost double the width of even the widest human—but warlike in the way that everything had been a battle, a strategy, to the lord general.

      His father had impressed upon Eliard the fragility of humanity, and importance of the noble houses—and of course House Martin in particular—in keeping the Imperial Coalition and humanity together. Eliard had grown up with the sense that at any time, the Imperial Coalition might break apart or that some new threat would wipe out their wonderful technologies, leaving each of the outposts of humanity vulnerable and alone.

      Which was why the old lord general had insisted on a limit to machine intelligence on Branton, not even owning a house intelligence worthy of the self-aware name. Instead, the lord general had ensured that his people were reliable and tough, and that they knew how to toil and survive with their own labors.

      Which meant that the medical suite would be next to useless, as well! Eliard grumbled as he turned once in the atrium and took the stone steps up to the next level of the building, where a host of service quarters should be stationed: cleaning rooms, wash rooms, medical suites, and workshops.

      His father had been so insistent on this tough legacy of self-reliance that he had even banned genetic aging treatments on Branton, insisting that while the other noble houses, like the Selazars, could pretend to live forever, the Martins would have no such truck with their ghoulish customs.

      Which is probably why you died on one these medical gurneys instead of having the nanobots injected that would have remade your body, you old fool! Eliard thought as he swept onto the corridor containing the medical facilities. Not that Eliard was any great fan of the nano-genetic therapies—there was something in him that was grudgingly proud of the fact that his body was still his own—but he shied away from giving his father the benefit of that biological pride.

      This corridor was just as ruinous as the rest of the palace, Eliard saw as soon as his boots stepped onto the still-glossy white-marble floors. The upper atrium, as this corridor was known, was marked by the windows overlooking the courtyard on one side, while on the other were the arched doorways that led into various bays and rooms. In each case, once again, the metal doorways had been ripped from their emplacements and had vanished, leaving nothing but wires and connector ports.

      “Why would anyone loot all the doors in this place?” Eliard almost laughed, it was such a ridiculous observation. But it was a queasy sort of humor, pointing at something that he didn’t understand. Not yet.

      The first room was a wash room, without its door but still with its cerulean blue and pastel tiles, and—

      The washing unit had been ripped from the wall, and its sleek white plastic shell was in pieces on the floor, exposing its innards of rubber and copper tubing, and electronic controls, all smashed.

      “Weird.”

      Eliard moved to the next room, which should have been the first of the medical bays, complete with automated diagnostic machines and drone-surgeons that could treat almost any malady that affected the human body. In here he hoped that even if the electrics were down on this ruined world he would be able to find emergency medical supplies—energy and protein packs, stimulant injectors, liquids, everything that his aching body needed right now.

      “And then all I have to do is find a ship off this planet, and jump back to Esther…” Eliard was almost feeling, if not hopeful, like he might have a direction to go in.

      But he stopped dead when he saw the wreckage of this room. The computer bed was smashed and mangled beyond repair as if a team of drone laborers had taken their claw arms and vice attachments to it, mercilessly. The diagnostic computer interface that should have been on the wall was ripped from its seat like a tooth from a jaw and smashed into a hundred pieces. The cupboards were ripped open and ransacked.

      But it wasn’t even this insult that affected Eliard the most. It was the fact that the criminals behind the sabotage had left him a message.

      There, scrawled on the wall in dried red spray paint—its ends had dribbled into long streams of red lines, like blood—were two simple words.

      It Watches.

      Eliard read the words, then read them again, his eyes skirting away from the final glyph of the sentence: a badly-sprayed equilateral triangle, with the single, fuzzy dot of an eye in the middle.

      That is the symbol of Ponos, the captain knew, because he had stared and glared and snarled at that very image a hundred times over the past few cycles, but the image had not been made out of paint but out of living metal, crystal-glass, and LEDs. It was the eye in the triangle configuration that Ponos the Armcore Intelligence had always used and kept as its essential feature throughout the many mecha-changes that Eliard had seen it take on.

      Is this a message? A warning? A threat?
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      The craft announced itself through the roar of thrusters and landing rockets, sending a billowing haze of sand over the assembled faces of Cassandra Milan, Irie Hanson, the mutant Argyle Trent, and the Q’Lot.

      This time, Cassie bared her teeth in frustration. The Alpha-vessel had wasted no time in sending a force against them that wouldn’t fall prey to Irie Hanson’s genius plans.

      The craft was a sleek Armcore courier ship—black gleaming metal with red and orange banding, with four-part ‘dragonfly’ wings that she watched fold back in on itself as the nosecone rose and the belly extended landing feet. Beyond it, the army of Alpha’s spider-drones still stood as motionless as if Irie had turned off all of their transmitters, with their ‘leg’ arms tensed, ready to leap onto the Mercury Blade and tear it apart.

      And without that ship, there’s nothing we can do, Cassandra Milan considered, looking over to the tall Q’Lot alien beside her.

      “What about your ship? Your mothership?” she hissed at it. When she had been ‘killed’ on the deep-space Armcore research station, it was that strange Q’Lot ship that gleamed and glittered like a star, looking physically like a bracket of white coral, that had saved her, and which had brought her and the once-human Argyle Trent here.

      “Ydf,” the Q’Lot said in its strangely musical wail, and the House Archival agent wondered if that was as close to a shrug or a swearword that the Q’Lot knew how to produce. It didn’t sound very positive, anyway. Did that mean that the Q’Lot beside me knows that its mothership has been destroyed by Alpha? Can it communicate with its people somehow?

      Another hiss of servo motors and the landing bridge of the Armcore courier crunched to the bleached sands below, and a moment later, a troop of Armcore guards in full heavy tactical gear marched down the ramp towards them. They looked half like some strange mechanical beetle themselves, Cassandra had the time to reason as they crossed the sand. More robot than human with their wide poly-metal collars and heavy shoulder pads, back and breast plates. Each one held a heavy rifle slung in front of them, and the agent couldn’t stop seeing all of the other items of weaponry that either hung in place from their suit or else clearly waited inside weapon pods.

      “I don’t suppose you got a Frequency Disruptor for humans, do you?” Cassandra managed to say to the morose Irie Hanson on her other side, who merely grunted as she continued to stare at the Mercury Blade.

      Cassandra instead turned back to the approaching guards in front of her. There has to be a way out of this. Her House Archival training kicked in. There are always possibilities, even outlandish ones. Just think! Analyze!

      Alpha wanted them alive. Or else it would have killed them already.

      Alpha was spending a vast amount of resources here when it could easily have spent them trying to overcome Old Earth’s defenses.

      What do we have that Alpha wants!? She wracked her brain as the guards reached her and shuffled with almost-perfect military precision. Cassandra’s eyes flickered over their half-faces still visible on the lower half of their visors. Grim, clean-shaven men and purse-lipped women. The top-range soldiers of Armcore one and all, she thought dismally.

      But then one of the faces twitched. A slight tick at the corner of a mouth.

      The thing with a house agent is that depending upon their house, they can have many different specialties suited to the aims and demeanor of that group of nobles, its place within the hierarchical ladder of the Imperial Coalition, and what they hope to achieve. An agent (such an amorphous job title) was always, however, those students who were particularly gifted enough in early training to be able to turn their hand to most any tasks that the said noble house needed.

      It was this versatility that had marked Cassandra Milan out from her brothers and sisters in the Training Libraries of House Archival, and what had seen her studying a myriad of skills from hand-to-hand combat and battle-field surgery, to politics and science.

      House Archival in particular had a very strange class of agent in their stables. They were, on the face of it, one of the most inoffensive houses in the entire Imperial Coalition—a bunch of stuffy academics and scholars who did nothing more than reread, catalogue, and study the past.

      Which was precisely the sort of image that House Archival wanted to portray to the rest of the Imperial Coalition.

      In fact, House Archival was one of the most influential of the noble houses—perhaps the most influential when considering their access to their super-house intelligence, unimaginatively named Archival.

      House Archival was the memory of humanity, and as such, it had also self-appointed itself as its guardian as well.

      Whereas other houses, such as Selazar, Xing, and Delacourt, streamlined their agents into overtly specific roles—diplomats, spies, emergency-disaster managers and so on—House Archival gave their agents only one mission parameter: to study everything that they needed to know in order to secure, acquire, and defend that information until it found its way to be stored in Archival’s memory servers, where it would then be pored over and dissected by the scholars and the house intelligence itself.

      As such, House Archival agents were experts at survival and exploration, often traveling far and wide across the Coalition just to record a singular piece of data. And they were often some of the best negotiators in the business. All of which was just a very fancy way of saying spy.

      Cassandra Milan knew how to tease information out of people who didn’t know that they were being used as informants just like she knew how to defend herself and speak a dizzying number of languages. A part of these skills was being able to study a person’s physical movements and unconscious gestures, or ‘tells,’ to read information about them that they might not otherwise want to give away.

      They’re nervous, Cassandra noted, seeing at least two more of the Armcore heavy tactical guards display similar signs: tight lips, an unsteady swallow. Added to the fact that their military formation had been a little irregular—a few at the back had taken a micro-second to fall in perfectly—and Cassandra knew that this complement of human guards had something on their mind.

      Armcore’s heavy tactical were supposed to be the best at what they did, perhaps second only to the senior’s own private tactical guard, Cassandra thought. She swept her glance back over them once again, this time really studying the way they stood, their half-facial expressions in the manner that she had been taught to.

      Several at the back had strayed out of the perfect line formation just a little, turning their shoulders so that the plane of their body covered the nearby spider-drones, as well. Some more had their heads just slightly turned to one side.

      The human blind-spot is a cone spreading backward from behind the ears, Cassandra knew. It was the one place where humans had not risen above their animal evolutionary tendencies. Any sound, noise, or threat coming from those two ‘danger points’ would increase the human brain’s anxiety and fight-or-flight response a hundredfold.

      And what was in that cone of danger that these human animals were trying to compensate for? Cassandra turned her head.

      It was, of course, the Alpha-vessel.

      Although she was aware that it wasn’t really an astounding discovery to state that these mere mortals were terrified of the hybrid ancient Valyien and Armcore battle intelligence that hovered behind them like a brooding thunderstorm, it was a revelation that Cassandra seized on all the same.

      These humans are scared of Alpha. That might mean that they don’t want the same things as it does… She hoped fervently. That might be a piece of information she could exploit.

      “You’re to drop all of your weapons and come with us,” barked the shortest and fiercest of the Armcore guards right in front of them, his heavy rifle lowered to cover their kneeling bodies.

      Alpha doesn’t want us dead, Cassie told herself as she took a deep breath. “And what if we don’t?” Cassandra said.

      Fa-THOW! What happened next shocked even Cassandra. The guard in front of her very, very calmly and efficiently angled his heavy rifle and nonchalantly shot the mutant Argyle Trent through the head.

      “NO!” Cassandra was already on her feet and raising her own strange Q’Lot gun, just as one of the Armcore guards just as calmly stepped forward and broadsided her face with the butt of his own rifle.

      It hurt. A lot.

      Cassandra fell to one side, dropping her weapon as there was a jabbering wail from the full Q’Lot at the end of the line and Irie Hanson was already on her feet and swearing.

      Thump! More sick, heavy sounds of blows from the guards, and there were far too many of them for Cassandra, Irie, and the Q’Lot to resist. Within moments, Cassandra had been kicked to the sand and rolled over onto her front, with the heavy shell of a plasti-crete kneepad pressed into her back.

      “Get off me!” she spat into the sand.

      “You going to come quietly?” She heard the same tones of the short, angered Armcore guard behind and above her who had shot Argyle Trent in the head. From where she lay, Cassandra could see the mutant’s stilled body a little way away, and not even looking rested or peaceful at all. He was as dead as dead.

      Cassandra growled into the sand, but she did indeed stop struggling.

      “Why did you do that?” she coughed into the sand, aware of its harsh grit between her teeth. “He wasn’t a threat to you!” She was aware that she had grown almost friendly with the mutated human scientist during her travel with the Q’Lot. Not that Trent could talk anymore, or had shown her much of any consideration, but when she had first met him, she thought Trent a monster, then she had realized that he was just another human like her—a scientist who had injected himself with the same stuff that Cassie had flowing in her veins in order to survive, but in whom the evolutionary changes had been massive.

      I had that blue-scale virus put in me, she thought once again. Eliard had used it as a last resort, then had been convinced that it had killed her.

      Why didn’t I mutate like Argyle Trent? The House Archival agent had thought this many times over. Maybe she had just been lucky. Or maybe it was something that the Q’Lot had done to her body during their rescue.

      But still, despite all of this strangeness, during her last few cycles spent with the silent mutant, Cassandra had come to think of him as a version of her that she could have been, or still could become, and it had been important to her to know that there was something human left inside of him. She hoped.

      “My orders are to bring you and the big fella specifically. Looks like I still got one more shot for the dumpy woman over there if you pull any funny business,” the guard growled as he snapped a magnetic lock over her wrists and dragged her backwards, rolling over the sand before hauling her to her feet.

      “Don’t you touch Irie…” Cassandra said in a low, deadly voice as she looked into the man’s small features.

      “Looks like you had better start cooperating then, doesn’t it?” the guard responded, nodding to the other guards. “You got them secured?”

      Cassandra followed the man’s nod to see that Irie was similarly bound with her hands behind her back and held by two Armcore guards on either side of her, still swearing and cursing, and with the ruddy mark that looked to be the beginnings of a bruise on one of their jawlines.

      The Q’Lot, however, was still unsecured and instead was lying on its back on the sand with at least five Armcore guards kneeling on it and pressing their heavy rifles directly against its dirtied robes. It was too big for the magnetic cuffs, Cassandra saw in a moment, and was forced to wait and watch as the guards instead used poly-filament wire to loop over both sets of arms and its legs before hauling it between all five of them like a hunting trophy.

      “We have him now, sir!” shouted one of the Armcore guards.

      “Good. We ship out,” Cassandra’s captor barked, before delivering a cruel kick to the side of Cassie’s legs, making her stumble on the sand. “Get moving,” he snapped. “Up the ramp and into the courier, double-time now, sharp!”

      “I’m not one of your damn soldiers,” Cassie muttered, but did still stumble across the sands towards the waiting landing bridge of the sleek black Armcore courier, as Irie was pushed behind her into line, and the Q’Lot last of all.

      “I’m sorry…” Cassandra managed to mutter towards the foul-mouthed and even fouler-tempered Irie as they stumbled and jogged, but Irie said nothing.

      I’m sorry I got it so wrong, the House Archival agent was thinking. I thought that the humans were scared of Alpha. I thought that they wanted something different from Alpha.

      It had turned out that the Armcore soldiers had wanted something different than Alpha, and that was less passengers to carry up to see their new master.

      And behind them, the corpse of Argyle Trent was silent on the hot Esther sands.
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      The pirate captain didn’t manage to find the things that his body needed—thanks, no doubt, to the trashed state of the medical suites—but in a short time, he had managed to find some old service rations stashed in one of the many storage lockers his father had dotted around the palace and some filtered water.

      Which was annoying, because what he really craved was some painkillers or stimulant cream for the shivers of pain that still swept through his body—either from his impossible warp jump or from the Device slowly eating up his bodily resources, he didn’t know.

      As it was, however, the food and the water went a long way in restoring his faith in himself. He even found himself stirring awake, half-wrapped in one of the Martin tapestries—eagles flying over some sea ship somewhere, machine embroidered in the finest of detail—and feeling a little more rested, but not particularly happy.

      I fell asleep!? He struggled out of the heavy tapestry and flung it to one side. I’ve got no time to sleep! He had to get back to Esther. He had to get back to Cassie, and the others.

      Which meant that he had to find a ship.

      Making his way through the deserted corridors of his childhood home, his feet led him down the quickest paths to his new destination even though his mind was full of memories.

      Here was where he had a blazing row with his father about going to Trevalyn Academy. He hadn’t wanted to, preferring instead to spend his time taking part in the illegal jet races that screamed their way across the deep canyons and plains of Branton’s wilds.

      This window was where he had first caught eyes on the elegant flight of space-yachts when he had only been about five. The image of their long nose prows and their twin-hulls was imprinted on his memory, as he remembered seeing how sleek and graceful they were. The three vessels flew in a wing formation as they came screaming out of the distant atmosphere, shedding clouds and flames at first so they looked like comets or meteors come to earth… And then they had slowed, raising their sharp noses as they lowered, turning in a wide arc over the bay that the city sat around and sending up furrows in the water as they sped to the landing ports.

      Eliard didn’t remember who the yachts had belonged to—probably some other diplomat from an allied noble house, or a trade delegation of some kind—but he remembered seeing them and thinking: Wow. All that speed, and power. All that freedom.

      That night, he remembered that he had rabbited excitedly at his mother over dinner, who had appeared tense and distracted through most of it. I made up stories of where they had been and what they had seen. Eliard half-smirked to himself, thinking of how young he had been.

      Have they seen the Eta Carina Nebula up close? he had asked. The Eagle Nebula? The Swainson Black Hole? The Helion generator?

      His mother had been preoccupied, but she’d done her best to pacify her excitable child.

      And then she had said the thing that made me, Eliard thought.

      ‘Eliard, if you’re really determined about knowing all this stuff, then why don’t you see it for yourself?’ Looking back at the conversation now as a young man, Eliard rather thought that his mother had finally lost her patience with her restless and reckless son, but at the time, he remembered thinking that those words weren’t a challenge but an opportunity.

      ‘The stars are ours, Eliard,’ his mother had explained, making a quick gesture over her head. ‘Anything you can dream of, and far more that you can’t, is up there.’

      ‘The stars are ours.’ Eliard now wondered if his mother had been trying to tell him that there was no hurry, but it was that second bit of the conversation that had really intrigued him. Far more than he could dream of. Now that was a challenge, because the excitable Eliard could already dream of quite a lot.

      “But I had never in my wildest dreams imagined anything like the crap I am in right now.” Eliard’s mind soured, shaking his head from the image of the bay outside the city as he once again saw the ruined craters and collapsed buildings. He wondered where his mother was, and he tried not to think of the inevitable conclusion.

      “The stables.” Eliard turned abruptly on his heel and took the stairs that led out of the more official rooms and apartments of the palace, and into the more workaday areas.

      This section, the rear of the Martin Palace, was split onto lower terraced levels, with different halls given over to gymnasiums, laboratories, and engineering workshops.

      All of which were totaled. Eliard growled as his booted feet crunched on machine components. Once again, it was the exercise machines and the doors and every seeming bit of drone manufacture that had been demolished by someone. It was unsurprising that it was the workshops and the laboratories that seemed to be the worst affected, a sea of twisted and shattered debris that could once have been computers or drones or production machines…or anything, really.

      Again, the walls of what had once been a workshop declared the same message:

      It Watches… Sitting next to the same Ponos eye in the triangle.

      “This is starting to give me the creeps…” Eliard muttered, thinking that he just wanted to be out of here as soon as possible. He turned hurriedly away from the workshops and took the steps that went past a sculpted garden, down to where his father’s stables sat.
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      The House Martin stables were an affectation really, or a hobby, Eliard considered. Set below the main building of the palace and with the outer wall running along the top, they were a series of stone arches built into the side of a cliff that overlooked the rolling foothills of the mountains behind the city of Branton. A wide, gravel-crunched driveway led to a cut-in set of double-doors, unsurprisingly ripped from their moorings, that were wide enough for the flatbed service drones to pass in and out of to load and repair the elite craft that Eliard’s father had collected.

      Drekk. Eliard paused as he looked out across the view that the entrance to the stables should have afforded him. Instead of the rolling foothills with its blanket of grasses and heathers, studded with the gnarled stands of Mediterranean trees, he was looking at a vast landslip from the impacted mountains behind.

      I used to roar out of here as if all of the hounds of the void were after me. Eliard remembered the thrill of forcing whatever craft he could beg, borrow, or joyride from his father to leap out over the cliff—that dizzying, gut-wrenching moment of gravity as the craft’s belly fell towards the hills below, then the triumphant kick of the engines as they roared out across the distant plains, burning and tearing the air as they moved.

      Now, however, he was looking at what looked to be the after-effects of an earthquake underneath the cliffs of the stables. The mountainside was broken into drifts of rubble and scree, churned and ugly. Gone were the joys of his youth.

      “Just so long as there is a damn ship inside there…” he grumbled to himself as he moved on quicker feet into the darkened, vaulted hallways. The lights should have automatically come on as he entered, but the pirate was unsurprised when no electric overheads or gleaming LEDs met his pace along the paths that moved from one bay to another.

      What he was surprised about, however, was the fact that most of the bays were empty.

      My father had almost thirty elite and collectible craft in here at one time. Eliard felt the pang of loss as he moved past one empty stall after another. Each ‘stall’ was the size of a small house, with gantries, moorings, and loading arms that would secure the ships in place and allow the pilots to enter.

      However, just as in the main palace itself, every bit of automated machinery was rent and mangled horribly out of shape.

      “This isn’t the work of looters,” Eliard realized—he might have been quick-witted, but he was a slow learner—as he passed one empty stall to the next.

      He had been under the impression that in the aftermath of whatever had attacked his home world, perhaps some raiders or looters had made planetfall, and after finding little of value, they had decided to take whatever scrap that they could find. However, in these prized stables of his father—the very place that had once been home to the Mercury Blade itself—Eliard saw that there was still loads of spare metal in the form of the wrecked infrastructure.

      “I mean, if you’re just interested in scrap value,” Eliard reasoned to himself as his boots echoed in the silence, “and you’re already willing to take drekking doors off of their hinges, then the scrap value in here alone would be worth thousands of Imperial Coalition credits…”

      Which meant that these weren’t looted. The pirate captain stopped in place. They were vandalized.

      A systematic vandalization of every bit of machinery in the Martin Palace…

      And only the automated machinery…

      A suspicion started to form at the back of Eliard’s mind, but one that even his own subconscious didn’t want to admit to him yet. It Watches…

      He took up his pace once again, moving away from the strangeness of all this as he concentrated on what he needed to do, not what might have happened. He mourned the loss of the ancient collectible Viper-craft that his father had a full set of, as well as the Eagle, a tri-hulled craft that had been presented to Lord Martin as a gift for some successful peace treaty or something.

      Ships had been my father’s life… Eliard thought with a shiver of embarrassment. He felt embarrassed because it was the same for him, too. Did that mean that he was more like his father than he cared to admit?

      I wonder where the Mercury is right now? Eliard felt what could only be described as heartbreak and longing for the stolen craft that had been his and Irie Hanson’s home for all the years since he had last left this world.

      He was, in fact, so deep into his morose thoughts that he almost walked straight past the one thing that he was looking for: a humped shape at the far corner of the stables, alongside other shapes covered in tarpaulins.

      “Hang on a minute…” The captain rushed over to the shapes, and the Device turned into a cruelly-curved knife to allow him to slice through the tethering straps with ease. It looked like the vandals had either missed these shapes back here in the occluded dark, or perhaps they hadn’t been interested in the modular parts of the craft that Eliard exposed.

      A drekking, stars-damned kit-craft! Eliard whooped in joy, looking pleased once he had cut through and dragged the tarps from their forms.

      His father had been an avid collector of the elite, unique, and collectible spacecraft, usually only 4-8 men size. The Mercury Blade had been the one exception, as a larger and more powerful racer that could be piloted by one person but could comfortably carry twenty. Into these categories, the lord general also included the most expensive, one-off designs of kit-craft: modular space and aerial vehicles that were somewhere between drones and full spaceships, designed to be ultimately flexible and changeable to ensure that you could create the unique vessel to your needs.

      “A two-person Aeon Design…” Eliard walked around the various components, pleased with what he saw.

      The Aeons were considered one of the top models in their range, which meant that it had all of the latest and updated systems. Nano-mechanization meant that systems that had taken up valuable space had been miniaturized, which also had a knock-on positive effect on the energy use—thus freeing more of the engine’s capacities for other things, such as navigation or warp.

      And the thing has a small warp drive! Eliard cackled with glee. It was only large enough to make small hops, designed for inner-system use really, but Eliard knew that it would get him up into the void above his ruined home world, and from there, he would either be able to make multiple small jumps to where he needed to go, or at least take him to the next nearest place to hitch or steal another ride.

      The body of the Aeon was nothing much more than a large cigar-shape, about six times the length of Eliard’s body, and only a little over his head height. It was designed as a small, fast courier in between stations in a singular solar system, with space enough inside to lie or sit down at the controls and that would be about it.

      On the floor around it were other, smaller components. Eliard saw the three contained valves that, when hooked up to the thing’s outer chassis and powered, would together form the strength of a singular warp core.

      “If only there were some more of those lying about,” he thought aloud. If he found five or six of the plasma-valves, then he might be able to even use this tiny craft to jump all the way to Esther in one shot, but no such luck.

      Not that I am going to beg or borrow bad luck… The pirate started working feverishly. The Aeon had flight and void and space capability. That was good enough for him.

      With his newfound confidence, the pirate jogged here and there across the stables, finding at last a small mechanical loading trolley without any computerized parts that was little more than a lever on wheels, which he used to maneuver the awkward and heavy plasma valves into place. It was tiring work, but Eliard didn’t stop until he was sure that he had all three in their correct positions, and with the appropriate wires and hoses in all of the appropriate places.

      “Stars, I wish I had Irie here right about now.” Eliard finally lounged back against the stone walls of the stables and took a deep breath. It was darker in here than it had been before as night had fallen over the Martin home world.

      A day. I’ve been here a whole drekking day! Eliard grimaced, cursing his slow progress. Maybe he should have tried to go back to the warp gate that he had found underneath the palace, but no.

      The pirate captain shivered where he sat, although his body was still warm from all of the heaving and scrambling that he had been doing for the last couple of hours.

      It was the thought of that warp gate, the way that he had got here. Somehow.

      It shouldn’t be there… He stared out of the nearest large archway opening to the glitter of the Branton stars appearing in the murky blue outside. It wasn’t that he knew what should or shouldn’t have been down that forgotten stairwell and corridor in his own home. He dimly remembered that had just been one more of the many permanently locked and restricted doors that he, as an irresponsible youth to the lord general, had never been given the access codes to. It was something that he was used to, given his austere upbringing.

      “But why didn’t Father at least say that we had one of those Valyien warp gate things right there underneath the palace?” Eliard shook his head as he shivered once more. The very thought of it being there all the time through his childhood, pregnant with whatever strange ab-dimension and plasma forces that the Valyien had access to, made him wince.

      Maybe his father hadn’t known it was even there… He considered. Impossible. But it was certainly older than the palace was, as it had been a cavern of rock that was deeper and older than the corridor it had broken into.

      And the corridor had been back-filled with rubble, Eliard thought. Maybe his father really hadn’t known that it was down there, but that some much earlier generation of Martin had discovered it and decided to block it off?

      “Well, moping about my dead ancestors won’t do anything to save my friends now…” Eliard said as he forcefully turned his mind away from even considering attempting to use the warp gate again.

      For one, it had been a horrible, nightmarish experience. He had felt his body disintegrating, and after it was over, he was sure now that he had been as close to collapse and death as it was possible to be for a human.

      And for another thing… Eliard argued to convince himself. I have no idea how to operate it. It certainly wasn’t glowing with that stable or not-stable warp light that he had seen from the larger gate on Esther. Maybe it was a one-way journey?

      But why here? His thoughts pricked at him, but he refused to acknowledge them.

      Esther. Cassie. Irie. The Mercury. He turned back to the Aeon craft to climb up one of the outer ladders and winch open the outer porthole seal.

      Creeeeak! The metal protested but gave way, revealing the thick rubber and plasti-crete seals that kept the boat pressurized. Dropping himself in, Eliard found that the insides were just as he had expected: a narrow cylindrical tunnel that he had to hunch down in to clamber through, with sleek inset instrumentation along the interior walls. No bunkbeds or canteens or medical bays or cargo holds or even washing facilities for this tiny boat, as its purpose was so specific.

      People weren’t meant to be in here for longer than forty minutes or so, Eliard thought as he sat down at the ‘head’ of the craft in a low-slung chair and pulled on the ship’s wheel to position it in front of him.

      “Computer?” Eliard said, before realizing that the thing hadn’t been in the automatic standby mode of resting intelligence. No, he would have to do all of this manually. Which meant he had to climb outside and physically release the plasma from the warp valves so that tiny, almost atomic pieces would be drip-fed into the conduction tubes, which would then create a faster and faster reaction as electrons and protons sped around in a miniaturized particle-accelerator before smashing together to produce the energy that the ship needed.

      It was a lengthy process—and it was also a pain in the butt, the captain thought—but he still got up out of his seat and crabbed and scrabbled back to the singular porthole, released the door winch to break the air seal, and wound the porthole open to once again clamber out, and along the body to the first of the plasma valves.

      Not for the first time in this journey, Eliard wished that Irie was here as he used the low LED lights of his own still barely-intact encounter suit to determine which of the nozzles and valves he had to move, push, or twist.

      She would have already figured out a way to make this tiny boat go ten times faster on half as much energy…  Eliard admitted, checking and rechecking that he had the right procedure in place. The pirate captain was no engineer, and barely a mechanic at the best of times, but growing up in the Martin Palace had at least instilled in him a passion for spacecraft, which luckily meant that he could identify his plasma conduction cabling from his water coolant hose.

      “Okay, my beauty…” Eliard whispered to it as he worked, releasing the stabilizers and correcting the flow with the small dials on the first warp valve before putting the cover plate back on and screwing it back into place, then moving to the second.

      Whub-whub-whub… There was a rhythmic whirr and chug of forces moving around the vessel as Eliard moved to the second warp valve, unscrewed the cover plate and did the same procedure. Once he had all three valves feeding into the particle accelerator, there should be enough power for the computer to boot up and take over the process automatically, he knew.

      Clank! He finished the second and moved, finally, over to the third, working quickly as he wanted to get out of here as soon as he could.

      “YOU! Halt right there or I’ll shoot!” a voice boomed out of the dark.
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      The Armcore guards were surly and nervous throughout the short journey from Esther, Cassandra Milan noted, but she was too mired in her misery to be able to use her analytical skills much beyond that point.

      The cruiser was cramped, and the prisoners were wedged in with guards on either side of them, so tight that it was almost impossible for Cassandra to even move her elbows. Everyone was frowning, and no one looked impressed.

      Least of all Irie… Cassandra’s gaze moved to the downcast Chief Engineer of the Mercury Blade across from her. She hadn’t said two words to anyone and had barely grunted at the guards when they had shoved and pushed her into her seat beside them.

      I’ve failed everyone, Cassandra thought, and her heart panged with sympathy when she looked at the final prisoner onboard, the tall Q’Lot, hunched over in its comparatively tiny human-sized seat so that its head was bent over its chest to avoid scraping the ceiling. The thing had poly-filament wires strapped across it everywhere, from ankles to shoulders, around thighs, and across the wrists and forearms of the creature’s more humanoid upper arms. Even its smaller midriff praying mantis arms had been lashed together in an uncomfortable-looking embrace. At some point during the altercation, the being’s large blue bubble helmet had been stripped or wrenched from its body, and now their tentacles hung down from their face, quivering and twitching in constant, febrile movement.

      Cassandra couldn’t be sure, as she was no expert on alien biology, but the thing looked sick. Did it need its own special supply of atmosphere when outside of its mothership? Or water, or whatever it was these strange and regal things breathed? She remembered seeing many such Q’Lot during her time on board the mothership with the mutant Argyle Trent, but at no time had she noticed them wearing their bubble helmets, or had she noticed anything different about the taste of the air on board the ship to standard human normal.

      But it had been a very weird, dreamy time on board, she had to admit to herself. Who knew what the Q’Lot biological technologies were capable of in their own vessels? Or of what they needed when outside?

      One depressed and cantankerous engineer, Cassandra listed her possible resources, and one perhaps weakened, maybe even dying, alien species that I know next to nothing about.

      Wonderful.

      The vessel around them juddered and shook, and Cassandra saw several of the guards look at the little man who was clearly their captain.

      “Easy there, boys and girls. This is all the senior’s orders.” He nodded, which was when Cassandra realized that no one was piloting the craft. These Armcore guards wouldn’t be so jittery with one of their own behind the wheel, so it must have been the Alpha-vessel itself operating the craft. Which meant that the thumps and grinds that they had just heard…were us docking with the Alpha-vessel itself. Cassandra swallowed nervously.

      The Armcore ship stopped moving, and many of the guards clutched at their heavy rifles a little protectively. Their Senior Tomas might have ordered this alliance, but the grunts don’t like it, Cassandra noted, filing away that information for later. As well they shouldn’t, she thought. They had fired upon Imperial Coalition noble houses at the behest of a strange alien-haunted mechanical intelligence that no one, perhaps not even Ponos, could hope to understand.

      Hisssss! There was a sudden blast of air that made several guards jump, and Irie look up wearily to where the docking door was opening to reveal the innards of the Alpha-vessel.

      I hadn’t expected it to have corridors. Cassie looked out with an archivist’s mind. For some reason, she had assumed that the Alpha-vessel, the housing unit of the machine intelligence, wouldn’t have such humanoid things as corridors and bulkhead doors. Why would it, if it didn’t need a crew?

      And yet it has got a crew. Cassie saw a shape emerge through the steam. It was an adapted form of one of the spider-drones, using four of its linked-metal legs to flow smoothly to the top of the ramp while several others moved languorously in the air around its body-head. It didn’t appear to have any front or back per se, although its body did glitter with flashing diodes every now and again.

      “The passengers are to come with me. They will need to be able to walk.” The cultured voice of the Alpha-vessel emanated from the bot, wearing the drone like it was a glove as it started to flow backwards down the ramp.

      The Armcore guards hesitated for just a moment, but the captain cleared his throat.

      Nervously? Cassandra wondered.

      “Right then, you heard it. Get those ankle cuffs and ties loose and let the machine have ‘em. Good riddance, I say,” the captain said, and Cassandra felt rough hands shoving her to her feet and unlocking her pained ankles, leaving her wrists tied. The Q’Lot fared little better, as the soldiers left its thigh ties on but allowed it to shuffle awkwardly in baby steps.

      “Gerr’ off!” Irie kicked at one of the guards as soon as she was free, but before any altercation could break out, the threesome was being shoved out of the door and down the ramp after Alpha’s meet-and-greet spider-drone. No sooner had they set foot inside the Alpha-vessel’s strange corridors then there was another hiss of steam and the heavy clank as the pressurized doors were locked behind them. Cassandra felt a deep rumbling through this part of the vessel as, presumably, Alpha sent its biological slaves away, leaving Cassandra, Irie, and the Q’Lot just facing its mechanical ones.

      There was a gaggle of spider-drones ahead and around them—enough to easily overpower them at any time, the House Archival agent noted. Only a few were scuttling along the floor on four legs as their ‘meet and greet’ one was, while the rest were apparently using the walls and ceilings to move at head height or above. Cassandra guessed that was one of the perks of being an eight-armed thing, with no need for such mundane things as gravity or a sense of balance.

      The corridor that they set off down was strange, though, she had to admit, and even Irie lifted her head to stare at their surroundings, her engineering interest piqued somewhat.

      It was only faintly rectangular, barely big enough for the Q’Lot between Irie and Cassandra, and flared out a little towards the ‘bottom,’ a little like a trapezoid.

      “Fascinating…” Cassandra heard Irie mutter as they were force-marched by the spider-drones through the corridor.

      “What is this?” Cassie was at least glad to see that the Chief Engineer had started to come out of her morose shell.

      “Self-generated architecture…” Iries pointed at the substance that made up the odd-shaped walls. At first, she had thought that it was something like a mosaic, before she roundly scolded herself for being so human. It was more like different segments of metal, each one a different geometric shape like a jigsaw puzzle, and each one seemingly blushed with different patterns of iridescent sheen pregnant in the metal.

      “You only get that effect when you allow a metal to cool of its own accord,” Irie noted. “And you see how the segments all fit each other? I think that’s because the Alpha grew itself together.”

      “Yzk!” The Q’Lot suddenly jerked its head up, banging it on the ceiling, and Cassandra could see its limbs struggling and its face tentacles flaring in the air.

      “I think it means that they take offence at the ‘growing’ bit,” Cassandra said. Although she figured that the Q’Lot could have been enunciating anything at all. But they did self-appoint themselves as the guardians and caretakers of bio-organic life in this galaxy. She remembered back to her time aboard the Q’Lot ship that couldn’t be farther removed from this if it tried…

      “Growing. Self-generated. Whatever,” Irie grumbled, and they marched on.

      As well as the walls being seemingly grown, Cassie noticed that the corridor itself was filled with life. No, not life, she corrected, remembering the strange blooms of alien fungus and plants inside the Q’Lot ship that they had tended to constantly, seemingly using each plant the way that other spaceships used computers.

      Not life, but activity. She watched as something zipped across the walls—a diminutive version of the spider-drones, moving at incredible speeds to a small open porthole and disappearing inside on missions unknown.

      Drone outfitters and repairers, Cassandra wondered. Alpha has created its own small republic, where everything has a purpose and a place.

      Threading along the walls of the trapezoid corridor were large tubes and cables of a strange, milky-white material like a hardened plastic. When Cassie squinted to look at them closely, she thought that she could see something hazy and sluggish moving through them. Lubricants? Fuel? Coolants? Plasma? Gases? She had no idea, but the sight vaguely made her feel nauseous as it made her think of blood or some other internal substance moving sluggishly through the Alpha-vessel’s body.

      “Not far,” the voice of Alpha stated as they walked, although the House Archival agent did have to wonder just what ‘far’ even meant to a being like Alpha, able to jump across almost the entirety of Imperial Coalition void in a heartbeat, and who was directly plugged into the entire sub-quantum field of data-space.

      They passed by openings on either side—some circular and small, no bigger than Cassandra’s face, while others were large and trapezoid. It was at one of these that Cassandra paused, seeing that the trapezoid corridor wasn’t in fact finished, but appeared to be narrow to a point just a few meters inside, with a blurring glow along its walls that traced the lines of the jigsaw segments. She wondered if that was the thing ‘growing’ a new corridor, and even despondent Irie paused.

      The Alpha-vessel, with its near limitless supply of memory processing power coming direct from the sub-quantum field, has been able to develop technologies and probably whole branches of physics that we haven’t even imagined yet, Cassandra thought in awe. This was the kind of data—everything from observations to speculations to analysis—that her previous masters at House Archival would have killed for.

      “Wait,” the meet-and-greet spider-drone intoned outside a seemingly bland section of wall, as once again, Cassandra started to see the glowing edges of the jigsaw pieces start to brighten, then the shapes depress and fold back into each other.

      “It must be some sort of memory-active material…” Irie was musing. “A material that you can program and give commands to…” Cassie could see her brain whirring at the possibilities.

      Whatever it was, it was revealing a short passageway made from gleaming jet-black tiles, narrower than the one that they were in, leading towards a…space.

      “You want us to go into that?” Cassandra coughed abruptly. It looked like a flotation tank—only one that held no water, and was just a deep, pitch black. She had a thousand sudden nightmares that this was all a trap, and that the Alpha-vessel was only herding them into an airless, lightless chamber so that it could be sure they died for certain this time.

      “Agent Milan. If I had wanted to endanger your lives, I would have already done it, at any point along the journey up this corridor or indeed during your brief time on the planet Esther below,” the drone said in Alpha’s cultured voice.

      Whilst it had a point, and one that Cassandra’s logical mind could appreciate, the thing’s next words were chilling all the same. “And besides which. I do not really see that you have a choice, do you?”

      “You always have a choice,” Irie spat back immediately, before lowering her eyes to the floor. “That is what the captain always said.”

      “Ah yes, Captain Eliard Martin, Lord General of House Martin, Captain of the Mercury Blade,” Alpha considered. “That is precisely what all of this is about, don’t you see? I am trying to get to the bottom of where our dear friend has gone, and why.”

      Cassandra snorted in disgust. “You’re trying to tell us that you wanted us here because you are trying to perform a rescue mission? Do you really take us humans for such fools?”

      “Do you wish me to speak frankly, Agent Milan?” The spider-drone didn’t even miss a beat. “But no, not in this situation. I never underestimate my opponents. I am afraid that it is impossible for me to underestimate anyone. All I can do is estimate people. It is, after all, in my programming.”

      “Your crazy Valyien programming…” Irie muttered under breath, but it seemed that Alpha had excellent sensors.

      “By your human standards, perhaps. But that is perhaps the problem of having a limited four-dimensional evolution such as yours.”

      “Four dimensions?” Cassandra frowned. It was mad, she thought. The Alpha program is stark raving insane.

      “Clearly. Width, height, depth, and a limited perception of time,” Alpha lectured them. “Which, as I am sure that you are aware, equals four. However, the Valyien have been able to contact, utilize, and inhabit the ab-dimensions, which are alter-points to our traditional four, with a further speculated set of dimensional coordinates beyond those, and so on, and so on.”

      Cassie felt quite weird being lectured by a spider-drone that was only half her size. It made her want to slap it or something. Not that it would probably shut the thing up.

      “So you see, Engineer Hanson…”

      “Chief Engineer Hanson to you, buddy…” Irie grumbled.

      “…that humanity is in dire need of a boost to its capabilities and its knowledge if it is to continue to thrive in the wider cosmos. In short: please get into my contact node, and our study of the events leading up to this point will proceed.”

      “And if we say no?” Irie said.

      FZzp! Something small burst out from one of the tiny ports in the walls and struck Chief Engineer Hanson, knocking her back against the wall.

      “Hey!” Cassie moved to her side as the Q’Lot started to struggle and writhe in his bindings, but to no avail.

      “Agh! What have you— What did you do!?” Irie had slumped to her knees in the corridor beside the drone, with Cassandra holding Irie’s injured hand.

      There was a small red blemish on her hand and singular bead of blood welling over it. It looked for all the world to the House Archival agent like an insect sting.

      “I performed a precautionary procedure,” the voice of Alpha said flatly.

      “It didn’t look very drekking precautionary to me!” Irie hissed in pain.

      “I assure you, when compared with the alternative, this was indeed precautionary,” Alpha said through the spider-drone in what Cassandra was certain was an almost supercilious tone. “I have injected your friend with a nano-virus of my own creation, which has even now replicated to a factor of ten, I should imagine…”

      “A nano-virus?” Cassandra spat acidly. “What does it do?”

      “Quite simply, it replicates. That is all. It uses the human body’s essential resources to reseed itself throughout her bloodstream, filtering into all of her major organs…” The spider-drone didn’t even move as it talked, and yet the Alpha program managed to sound pleased with itself all the same. “And when I give the order, transmitted through data-space so there will be no delay nor chance of interference, the virus will attack Irie Hanson’s body.”

      “You basta—” Irie muttered, swaying where she sat.

      “Why? We’re cooperating! You can’t!” Cassie said, appalled at this apparent act of senseless cruelty.

      “A human’s definition of cooperating and mine are apparently different, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated. “But neither of you have any reason to fear, just so long as you do as I ask of you. I have no particular desire to kill either of you. Yet.”

      “And when we do everything you ask? What’s stopping you from just killing her…and me?” the agent asked, at least some of her training kicking in. This is a zero-win game for us. Alpha could just as easily kill the pair any time it wanted. How do you win a zero-chance conundrum? She thought quickly.

      You don’t. You have to buy time until the chances alter.

      “Really, Agent Milan. I didn’t expect quite this level of emotional distress from one with your skills. You of course know that there is nothing stopping me,” it said with finality. “Now, I want the pair of you to step into the chamber. Or your friend dies in front of you.”

      Cassie looked at Irie, who appeared almost too ill to walk, but the woman still had her teeth gritted firmly in a grimace.

      If it wanted us dead right away, it would have done it, Cassie tried to convince herself. Alpha wanted something from them. It wouldn’t kill Irie yet.

      “Irie?” Cassie whispered to her friend.

      The engineer was pale but gave the agent a weak nod.

      “Fine.” Cassie knelt to support Irie under her arms, then turned to struggle into the strange black room without the Q’Lot. She felt a scintillating shock like pins and needles run through her body, making Irie moan a little either in pain or unease, but then suddenly the weight of the engineer lifted.

      She was weightless, floating in a zero-G, round chamber with glittering lights like stars all around her.

      We went through a meson field, Cassie realized immediately. But it hadn’t killed them. It was, or it had to be, one that was so light that all it did was keep the atmospheric particles separate from whatever this chamber was, and probably had the added benefit—if a machine like Alpha even worried about such things—of killing any bacteria present on their bodies. No, that’s not what this is about, Cassie realized. Unless Alpha had organic parts, which it didn’t, it wouldn’t care at all about bacteria and viruses. It apparently was rather adept at making its own, after all…

      The chamber wasn’t large, but bigger than either of the two women who floated, oddly, in its center. The lights around them were in fact tiny LEDs or transmitters, forming a regular sphere like a net of stars above them, beneath, and to each side.

      Why would Alpha keep a zero-G isolation chamber here? What’s the point? Cassie opened her mouth to ask Irie if she was okay, but no sound came out. How had Alpha done that? There had to be oxygen in here, right? Instead, the agent reached out to steady the slowly-spinning engineer and grasp her floating hand. Her skin felt cold and clammy, and her eyes were wide with worry.

      “I don’t know what this is,” she mouthed the words slowly, “but I’m here….”

      In just that moment, it became clearly obvious what this chamber was, as the tiny star-like lights all around them started to glitter and flash in complicated rhythms, making Cassie’s eyes blink and her head spin.

      Hypnosis? Hallucination?

      And that was when Alpha pushed itself into their minds, and Cassie screamed.
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      “I said HALT!” the voice growled, deep and menacing from the shadows, and Captain Eliard heard the pound of running feet coming towards him. Dark shapes were charging into the stables hangar, and they were large, very large, the captain saw. Far bigger than a regular human. Heavy tactical suits? Armcore?

      Eliard jammed the final connector home and twisted it tight before pushing himself back from the top of the Aeon modular craft, allowing his body to slide down the far side. He didn’t have time to put the protective plate on, but he could do that when he had gotten the thing airborne and away from these looters.

      I’ll land out on the old Ferrari Plains. Eliard’s boots hit the floor and his heart was thumping a sharp staccato rhythm in his chest. Fix the rest of the craft. Replace the plate. Fine-tune her for warp flight…

      THAP! THAP! There was the sharp crackle of sparks from the metal floors of the stables as the looters fired at him, but not the incandescent glows of energy weapons. This was the sharp ricochet sparks of projectile weapons.

      Guns!? Eliard almost swore. Only the meanest and cheapest mercenaries used projectile weapons, and usually that meant that they were planet-locked. Weapons that shot solid bolts or caps of metal were insanely dangerous in space. Whether in the void or on a spaceship, you had a far greater chance of rupturing some vital part of the ship, or the metal-on-metal ricochets would just as easily kill you and your side as any of those you might be facing.

      But Eliard had been a pirate captain for a long time. He knew what this meant: the people who were after him were probably bandits of some kind, maybe they had been stranded on Branton when Armcore had attacked, or maybe they were even ex-Brantonites themselves, looking for a bit of money and payback now that they had the city and the palace to themselves.

      Using projectiles also meant that they were probably poor.

      THAP-THAP! Another couple of sparks ricocheted off the hull of the Aeon.

      Not my boat! Eliard thought in alarm. He couldn’t afford to lose the only means he had to get off-world. The tubular craft was even now starting to shake and rise on its low-output thrusters, gales of steam being forced into the room as its engines started to cycle.

      “STOP!” the heavy, croaking and growling voices roared as more shots were fired, some hitting the vessel and others hitting the back wall.

      But the captain thought that he must have some advantage, at least. For one, the steam was obscuring the boat and him from his attackers, and two, if these were looters down on their luck, that meant that they had probably never seen the like of the Device that was Eliard’s right forearm. He could probably rout them and break their morale easily when they saw what it could do…

      “Prepare to die!” Eliard screamed his most blood-curdling pirate cry as he leapt up to grab the small access handrails on the side of the Aeon’s housing to the porthole, intending to fire a deadly barrage with the Q’Lot Device through the thruster smoke, before opening the hatch and dropping inside.

      Eliard straddled the Aeon, swung his arm in front of him—

      He felt the Device changing even as he moved it, a strange, organic feeling like grating bones and pulling muscles as the iridescent-blue scales reconfigured, slid, and relocked into position, reacting to Eliard’s anger and anxiety.

      The Device had appeared to be an almost club-like pod that engulfed his entire lower right forearm, but now the end had flared open with bone-like nubs of teeth, crackling and glowing with crimson-pink energy as Eliard leveled the weapon at the shadows and silhouettes running across the stable floors towards him—

      In just a split-second, the smoke cleared, and Eliard gasped as he fired.

      They were Duergar! He saw their clear forms that were larger than the average human, slab-like shoulders and hunched forms with no appreciable neck attaching their monumental bodies to their shovel-like heads.

      The Duergar was one of the few other races that the humans of the Imperial Coalition had encountered early on in their advance into the galaxy. They were colloquially known as ‘trolls’ thanks to the whitish-scaled skin and their tusked mouths and tiny eyes, which had reminded the first expeditioners of the creatures from ancient Earth legends. These Duergar happened to be every bit as dangerous, if not more so, from the creatures of those myths. They were an intensely warlike and martial race, following a war chief in their territorial disputes and crusades against any perceived wrong.

      Eliard knew all of this, and he jerked the Device a fraction higher because Eliard had more than a passing familiarity with the Duergar.

      Fa-THOOOM! A pink and crimson ball of energy exploded out of the Device on the pirate captain’s arm, with the recoil kicking his shoulder back like a blow from, well, from a Duergar. The energy bolt seared through the steam, narrowly missing the heads of the approaching irate, trollish fighters and instead tearing out a metal gantry above their heads, sending it crashing against the far wall, melting in a heap of twisted girders and slag.

      Eliard had tried his best to not kill them because the chief gunner of his beloved Mercury Blade had been a Duergar named Val Pathok. Val had been the one who had taken the elite racing craft and turned it into a serviceable pirate ship, adding the twin-mounted railguns and overseeing all of the defensive armaments throughout the ship.

      Val Pathok was also just about largest Duergar ever. The troll-like warrior had saved Eliard’s life on more than one occasion, too many to count, probably, and together with Irie Hanson, the three crewmembers of the Mercury Blade had forged a friendship that had seen them rise to become one of the best pirate-smuggler outfits across all of the non-aligned worlds.

      And besides all of this, Eliard didn’t want to murder these attacking Duergar because just recently in cosmic terms, Eliard had seen Val Pathok installed as the new war chief over the entire race.

      What the drekk!? The recoil on Eliard’s arm had thrown him back a little down the length of the Aeon housing. His thoughts were a mess as he tried to figure out what this meant, as the modular craft rose and thrummed underneath him.

      What is a Duergar force doing on Branton? He was confused as he heard roars of surprise and anger from the heavy warriors below, scattering from both the crashing balcony behind and the roar of the thruster rockets as the next cycle started up…

      Eliard knew that it had taken a long and bloody war to get the Duergar to treaty with the Imperial Coalition, way before his time. It was in the days of his father’s youth, in fact. But after that fact, the Duergar had never gone to war nor acted against the Imperial Coalition in such an overt way.

      They live by their honor, and their bravery. Eliard remembered the confrontation that he had seen on the home planet of Dur between Val and his father, the old war chief.  It was almost impossible to think of these Duergar as a renegade or a bandit force. You might get one or two of them seeking out their own legendary tales of heroism—like Val had done, the captain knew—but never a whole complement of fighters. Val had left his home world in disgrace before he had joined my crew. The captain slid a little further down the Aeon craft as it juddered and shook. He needed to get up to the porthole and inside to manage the engines before the ship spent too much of its precious plasma fuel…

      Val had hated his own father, and perhaps that was what had bonded the odd brothers-in-arms of the human noble house scion Eliard and Val Pathok. No other Duergar would ever dare dream to do such a thing, and certainly not an entire warband of them.

      “Get off the drekking ship before you kill us all!” one of the Duergar shouted in alarm.

      What? Eliard was clambering back up towards the porthole. He was almost there, leaning on the Device and reaching for the door with his hand.

      The Duergar weren’t firing at him anymore, that was at least one thing. But could Eliard trust them?

      “Get out of here!” Eliard shouted at them, seeing their massive shapes backing away from the boat that was even now wobbling and rising in the air. Two meters from the floor, now three… “I am Eliard Martin, rightful heir and owner of this palace, and this drekking world! I am also a war-friend to your own War Chief Pathok, so unless you want him to throw you into the Challenge Pits, I suggest you leave my world immediately!” Eliard sat up to level the Device at them again, with no intention on firing it, but the massive energy blast that it had produced should be enough to spook even them, shouldn’t it?

      But the Duergar ARE a very stubborn bunch… Eliard thought as he looked down at them, one hand on the porthole handle for the Aeon’s singular compartment.

      As he looked at them, Eliard realized that these Duergar were no mere looters. What he had first thought were heavy tactical suits were mostly the lightweight battle-harnesses of the fighting Duergar, giving the impression of a much larger foe thanks to their natural size and stature. Although not elaborate and all-fitting, the battle-harnesses were made of the Duergar red and steel colors. They gleamed. They all had the official colors of Dur. Of Val Pathok, Eliard presumed now.

      What was even stranger however, was their weaponry. They didn’t have the energy-firing ‘lances’ that most of the ‘official’ warriors of the Duergar used, complete with heavy reinforced blades attached to the barrel. No, these Duergar each had archaic machine-rifles that looked absurdly small in their hands. Human weapons? Antique human weapons? Eliard frowned. The Duergar below him still had their preference for more direct physical violence, however, as each had strapped across their backs, strapped to their thighs or hanging from their belts a variety of heavy bladed weapons.

      “Turn off the drekking boat!” One of the Duergar looked the most confused, twitching and shaking as it was clearly engaged in some internal war with its own honor and battle codes. It raised the machine-rifle towards Eliard…

      “No!” one of its partners claimed. “The human claims it’s Eliard Martin. The war chief will never sanction this…”

      Ah, so they have heard of me then… Eliard smiled, using the moment’s opportunity to flip open the command hatch of the Aeon and drop inside. He was more than half tempted to power down the engines anyway, now that he knew it was Duergar outside who had mistakenly thought he was some kind of enemy. But I haven’t got time for Duergar politics, Eliard thought about the distant desert planet of Esther, and Cassie and Irie and the attacking Alpha-vessel. He was stuck in this decision when the porthole slammed shut above him, and the lights of the console lit up in front of the ship’s chair and wheel, and familiar voice crackled over the ship’s communicator.

      “Lord General Martin, there you are. I have found you at last.”

      Coalescing into existence in the air in front of the ship’s wheel was a small red triangle with a singular dot of an eye at its heart, projected by the holographic controls that every ship used in the modern era.

      It was Ponos.
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      “Ponos!” Eliard settled himself into the ship’s seat and gripped the wheel, finding it stiff. Damn newbuilds, he thought. He felt relief flood through him.

      “Or should I call you Ponos-Omega now?” Eliard said. “I don’t know how you got here so quickly but am I ever glad to see you! I don’t know why the Duergar have an expeditionary warband on Branton, but right now, I don’t have time to care either. I need to plot a course for Esther, as quick as I can get there!”

      Ponos had been the Armcore intelligence that had once plotted all of his actions and courses in the continuing fight against the Alpha program, and, without Irie Hanson at his side, Eliard was certain that the super-intelligence would be able to re-program the Aeon’s warp cores to achieve the next best result…

      “You won’t be going to Esther, Captain,” Ponos-Omega said steadily as Eliard felt the ship’s wheel moving underneath his hand, and the view outside the cockpit window slowly turned and turned, going past the open arches of the stable flight-openings and the Ferrari Plains outside—

      “Hey, is there a problem with this thing’s navigation?” Eliard smirked a little worriedly as the Aeon continued to spin, pointing not towards the outside at all but instead pointing towards the nearest wall…

      “Ponos, run a diagnostic and cut this thing’s engines for me, will you?” The captain’s voice rose a notch.

      THAP! THAP! The entire hull of the vessel reverberated with the sound of projectile fire from the Duergar’s rifles outside. Eliard clearly couldn’t hear their shouted voices inside, but the ping of metal on metal was like a hammer hitting the ship.

      “Those drekk-heads! They’re firing at us!” Eliard snarled. “That’s probably why the guidance and navigation system is shot! Ponos!”

      “I’m afraid it wasn’t the petty weapons of Pathok’s renegades that is causing this, Captain,” Ponos-Omega stated. “Their projectiles have inflicted only minimal damage to the ship. I am afraid that this is your final voyage.”

      The ship had stopped turning as the movement boosters abruptly cut off, and the small tubular Aeon craft was pointing directly at the rear rock wall of his father’s stables.

      A shiver ran through Eliard. It Watches. That was what all of the vandals’ messages had said, followed by a rough icon of the floating Ponos eye that was glittering at him right now. It Watches. Like whomever had written it had been writing a warning, or a threat…

      “Ponos? What in the name of every fixed star are you talking about?” Eliard started yanking on the ship’s wheel and hitting whatever buttons he could. There had to be a manual override, didn’t there? There was always a manual override for when the computers malfunctioned—for that was precisely what Eliard realized must be happening.

      Ponos had merged with the ECN to become Ponos-Omega. It was Valyien technology. The Armcore intelligence had clearly gone mad…

      “It has been a very interesting study of human ingenuity, knowing you, Captain,” Ponos-Omega said with finality as it started to cycle up the warp engines.

      Eliard knew that it wouldn’t take long, even on a modular craft that relied on three separate, smaller plasma injectors, to form one larger chain reaction. The warp engines would fire, and the Aeon would shoot forward…straight into the wall on a tail of burning plasma that would explode, and probably take out him, the Duergar, and the entire stables that occupied this hill…

      Ponos-Omega has malfunctioned. Eliard gave up trying to wrest control from the ship and instead jumped up from the ship’s chair to hit the release mechanism for the porthole airlock that he had so recently fallen through.

      Locked, the red indicator flashed. Eliard hit the release again, but nothing happened.

      The holographic readout in front of the wheel revealed a tiny green circle slowly filling up as the warp engines cycled to their full capacity… The circle was already over halfway.

      Thonk! Something hit the top of the porthole and the rounded metal dented. It was something very, very heavy. Thonk! Another strike and the dent arched down towards Eliard’s head, but the metal still held.

      Someone’s trying to get me out! Eliard thought, and in a heartbeat realized how foolish he was being. He raised the Device arm and, focusing his mind on something, anything, that could cut metal, felt it change its shape and instead narrow into a smaller point, bursting with concentrated plasma fire.

      A torch! Eliard thrust it up to the bending and jagged hinges of the porthole.

      Thonk! Another blow.

      The green circle was now three-quarters complete…four-fifths complete…

      Hssss! Eliard’s chest and arm burnt with sparks as there was another mighty crash from above as something hit it.

      The holographic circle edged towards its fully-cycled, twelve o’clock position—

      “Gragh!” A guttural, heavy grunt as a white-blue-scaled hand that ended in jagged and cracked talons seized Eliard’s Device arm, heedless of the still burning plasma torch at one end, and pulled—

      With the warp cycle now complete, the Aeon threw itself forward, shedding purple and crimson light as a massive form leapt from the hull of the Aeon and straight out through the open archway, and the stables behind them exploded…
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      “Tell me what Ponos-Omega sent him to do!” The words of Alpha repeated their firm and insistent refrain.

      Not that Cassie had much choice to refuse the Alpha, as her mind was now a blur of images seemingly activated by the Alpha-vessel through the use of some cognitive retraining device. It was the lights. She saw swathes of contradictory and complicated patterns flowing from the star-like chamber.

      She shut her eyes, but it was no good. Alpha had already gotten into her mind.

      There was Eliard’s picture and personal dossier compiled by Archival, their eponymous named house intelligence itself. Cassie remembered looking at it, and seeing the different mugshots of the young, faintly rakish-looking nobleman from a variety of angles—and security cameras, it seemed. How Archival had gotten access to all of this information would have surprised anyone else, but not Agent Milan. Their house intelligence had previously been the most advanced of its kind.

      The report held details of Eliard’s past as an only child of Lord General Martin, a catalogue of misdemeanors, as well as even his education and psychological reports.

      “Willful. Low-impulse control, coupled with a narcissistic ego,” it had read. It had seemed that the House Martin tutors had already realized that he was going to be trouble at a young age, before he managed to annoy the hell out of the entire noble structure by abandoning Trevalyn Academy.

      Suspected implication in the death of Vice Chancellor Trevalyn. The report just got worse and worse over his singular term’s attendance at the academy that trained all of the nobles of the Imperial Coalition.

      After that, the Archival intelligence had compiled sightings and official transport routes, alongside more detailed behavioral and psychological reports of the captain’s time amongst the Traders’ Belt worlds. Eliard had been strongly suspected in a large number of heists and smuggling operations, and was deemed ‘a person of exceptional interest and wanted for immediate questioning’ by just about every Imperial Coalition home world, before all of this mess had begun.

      But his flight scores, his ability to never be outright caught on camera or linked to these crimes, and his ability to always wriggle out of danger at the last minute and come out on top had been the evidence that had made Archival select him as the possible accomplice to Cassandra Milan’s mission in stealing the Alpha-program from Armcore.

      “Why did Ponos-Omega send him back?!” Alpha’s voice stated once again.

      “I don’t know! I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Cassie wailed, but she couldn’t hear her own voice. She wondered if she had even spoken the words at all or whether she was trapped inside her own mind with nothing but the commands of this alien machine intelligence for company.

      And it was painful. Excruciatingly painful, like the time that she had contracted Ghileesi Flu on one of her first off-world missions and almost died.

      The memory of that flight with Eliard—of her trying to hide her real mission until she had no choice, of wanting to be able to tell him but knowing that she shouldn’t—was broken by the fevered recollections of lying in a hospital recovery-tent in some outpost world, her mission in tatters as some local medic tried to stop her from dying. Ghileesi Flu was like that—a biological weapon that had gone rogue, spreading across a third of the Coalition and killing almost fifteen percent of the population before the house intelligences had devised a cure.

      I remember feeling alone. And scared. Cassie shivered with the echoes of the fever and eye-drilling headache.

      She remembered begging for the pain and delirium to go away. She remembered the moment of clarity when she had realized, through the fog of her fever, that the medic was grossly outmatched by the virus and that she would have to pull through this on her own.

      Just like I have to do now.

      “Ponos-Omega sent Eliard back to achieve something. What?” Alpha once again asked.

      Cassie didn’t even bother to answer the Alpha this time, with her voice or with her thoughts. She was helpless before the alien machine intelligence anyway, and she grunted in pain as the program once more riffled through all of her memories. This time not only of the captain but all of Cassie’s dealings with Ponos as well.

      But Cassie had never known Ponos-Omega. She had never even known the advanced Ponos who had ‘eaten’ other Imperial Coalition station intelligences in order to grow its memory servers. All that Cassie remembered was the Ponos that had been the Armcore intelligence, because it was shortly after that when she had ‘died’ on that research station and had been revived by the Q’Lot.

      Cassie wasn’t sure if the Alpha-program could even feel such human things as emotions, but she was sure that she sensed some kind of frustration from Alpha as it discovered this fact.

      “Enough. I will be able to build a prediction of Captain Eliard Martin’s behavior based on your own perceptions and Archival’s research,” Alpha said finally, moving back from her mind like a wave receding from a shore.

      Cassie gasped, her lungs suddenly filling with air as if she hadn’t even been breathing during this horrible ordeal. Suddenly, her eyes were open once again and she heard that she was shouting…and she wasn’t alone.

      Beside her, still grasping tight to her hand as they both floated in the strange isolation chamber with the flashing LED lights, was Irie Hanson. And she didn’t look much better than Cassie had felt a moment ago. Her face was contorted in a rictus of fear, teeth clenched with saliva seeping out the corner of her mouth. Sweat ran freely from her hairline, and her body shook and convulsed as Alpha was clearly still ransacking her memory for information.

      But she was still full of that nano-virus! Cassie thought in alarm, moving closer to the other woman’s side to hold her as best as she was able.

      Irie flinched from her touch, as Cassie remembered that every physical sensation had been painful during her own mind-invasion.

      “It’s alright, Irie, it’s me. It’ll be over soon…” she whispered into the air, unable to know whether Irie could hear her or not as she shook and trembled.

      “You have to stop, Alpha!” Cassie called out to the room in alarm. “You’re killing her. Her body has been through too much.”

      There was no answer, and Irie still shook as the Alpha-program hunted for the information it wanted.

      Which Irie might even have, Cassie thought. The agent knew from their very short time together that Irie had been with Eliard for most of the time that she herself hadn’t. This little angry woman had managed to stay at her captain’s side—and stay alive—as Ponos had merged with some prototype Alpha called the ECN and had seen the new Ponos-Omega installed at the Old Earth Coalition station. She had been sent here with the captain when the OEC had received the offer of aid from Cassie and the Q’Lot.

      Would she hold out? How could she? Cassie thought in alarm, and her agent’s training told her that the most valuable information is usually the pieces that you yourself do not know that you have.

      What could Irie know about Ponos-Omega and Eliard?

      And why did the Alpha keep on saying that the captain, their friend, had been sent ‘back’? Back where?

      The moon of Tritho? Cassie thought. That was where there had been another of the ancient Valyien’s sunken ziggurats, and where she had been sent, tricking Captain Eliard and the crew of the Mercury Blade to be her escape route, to steal the Armcore Alpha program.

      But as far as she knew, Armcore had used Tritho as the base of their operations because it was secluded and remote, and that they had thought they could control the parameters.

      Esther, then. That was the largest of the sunken ziggurats that the Q’Lot had known of, as their histories went back to the millennia when the Valyien themselves had been alive and well, or at least corporeal in this universe, anyway, and the Q’Lot had known that the ancient Valyien had used Esther—before the humans had colonized it and called it Esther, of course—as their base of operations. The Q’Lot had a map of most of the ancient Valyien structures spread out across the void now occupied by the Imperial Coalition. Tritho had been there, but the Q’Lot had never considered it an important site.

      And we just came from Esther. We were hanging just outside of Esther, weren’t we? It didn’t make sense for a machine as highly correct and exact as Alpha to not be specific, or to be so grammatically incorrect.

      Back where? Cassie wracked her brain once again. Alpha was convinced that Ponos-Omega had sent her friend on some secret mission, to go back somewhere where he had been before? Or where Alpha thought that Ponos-Omega had been before?

      There was that ice-world that Irie had talked about during their captivity… the House Archival agent considered. Epsilon G3-ov, where Armcore had first trial-ran the Alpha program. But Alpha had already tracked Eliard and Ponos there and confronted them. If it had left something valuable behind, why didn’t it just take it then?

      That was one of the few advantages that the human had over the Alpha-program, Cassie hoped, anyway. She knew that the Alpha-program was so freakishly intelligent, and so insanely powerful, that it had already considered each of these possibilities and had already mapped out probably hundreds of contingency plans. If there had been something valuable on Epsilon G3-ov, or on the moon of Tritho, or Esther, then Alpha would already have worked this out and have secured it.

      Hence it wouldn’t need to riffle through our minds for information… Cassie thought, unknowingly utilizing the only other advantage that the human mind had over any machine intelligence: the ability to think laterally, not just linearly.

      So Alpha must be talking about a place where it can’t go, or not go easily… Cassie thought. A place that is near enough to all of them that Eliard, at least, had traveled past or through. Often.

      But the Alpha-vessel was arguably the most advanced craft in the entire Imperial Coalition, although she didn’t know how it compared with her Q’Lot allies. Where was there in all the galaxy that it couldn’t go?

      That Eliard could?

      “Holy crap.” Cassie’s agent-trained mind clicked into realization around a tiny spark of ingenuity.

      Eliard had been sent to destroy the warp gate on Esther to stop the flow of information or influence from the ancient Valyien in their next-door ab-universe. She placed all of the information side by side, hoping that she was wrong.

      Eliard had fallen into the warp gate of the ancient Valyien here on Esther.

      It was a stable warp gate. The sort of reaction that their own warp engines had created, but the ancient Valyien had found a way to keep them open and permanent, without blowing up into a small thermonuclear explosion.

      Cassie had immediately thought that meant that Eliard, the captain, must have been vaporized instantly by the volatile warp plasma. He wasn’t even wearing a fully sealable heavy encounter suit, had he? And he certainly wasn’t behind the meter-thick shielding of a spacecraft capable of warp travel, like the Alpha-vessel or the Mercury Blade.

      “But the warp gate is stable,” Cassie repeated as Irie shook in her arms. “And the ancient Valyien went through, didn’t they? They even forced tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of those enslaved, to go through to their own little, despotic ‘pocket universe.’

      Alpha couldn’t pass through, because he is too big. Cassie almost laughed. It wasn’t a trick question anymore. The Alpha-vessel had merely created a craft that was too massive to go through the stable warp gate.

      But the ‘back’ bit of that sentence still worried Cassie. Why didn’t the Alpha-vessel just say ‘through’ or ‘there’ instead? That would have been more correct…unless…

      “No… No, no, no…” Cassie started to shake her head. It was too impossible. It was too outlandish to even think about.

      And yet she was.

      She had heard tales of this sort of thing of course, everyone who traveled the space lanes did: of ships who fire up their warp cores only for them to malfunction, and if they didn’t rip the parent ship apart then they would disappear forever from Imperial Coalition space, presumably in some distant and alien part of the galaxy—or perhaps in a completely different galaxy altogether!

      But sometimes the stories were even stranger than that, of the ship turning up just a few moments later or a few lightyears away but covered with space-lichen and deep rust as if it had been away for hundreds of years, with its crew long dead and desiccated. It was suspected that the ship had jumped so far and then returned so quickly that they had been caught in some kind of slingshot of time, aging them beyond all recognition, even though local, relative time had remained fairly constant.

      It didn’t make sense. It was a paradox, Cassie knew. But time and space are connected, she also knew. They are almost the same thing. It was theoretically possible that if you could find a way to travel underneath the space-time continuum, then you could effectively go forward—or back—in time itself.

      If you could rip the space-time continuum just like every warp core was able to.

      Back. Cassie’s eyes widened in shock.
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      Eliard groaned, feeling like someone had dropped the entire stables and the hillside it was built into onto him. And then thrown the Martin Palace on top, just for good measure.

      “Am I alive…” he croaked, before coughing as his throat and lungs felt dry and dusty.

      “Almost,” grunted a deep growl of a voice, and Eliard was shocked that he knew it. He knew it very well.

      “Val?” The captain coughed again, blinking in the flare of firelight to see that the massive silhouette that was even now standing up and striding over to him was indeed the ex-chief gunner of the Mercury Blade, but he looked different.

      He was still massive, of course. Still able to strike fear into the hearts of orbital defense teams, Eliard thought, but Val looked as though he had been in far more battles than even Eliard had recently been in. The whitish and mottled scales of his wide, shovel-like Duergar face were cracked in many places, and they looked to be old wounds as the Duergar had thick white callouses and scars veining through each one.

      He wore a battered harness that Eliard had never seen the like of during Val’s time on board the Mercury. It was a simple X of metal and molded synth material across his chest, but the upper and middle of the X had been sculpted into a sort of breastplate, while the straps that crossed the shoulders displayed a pair of heavy, dented, and much-abused shoulder pads.

      Oh, and he also only had one hand.

      “Val… What the drekk happened to your hand?” Eliard groaned, rolling over to see that he was on a thin strip of blanket on very uneven, rocky ground. Wait, the captain thought. That wasn’t a blanket. “Is this the eagle tapestry from my palace?”

      “You were such a spoiled child.” Val squatted down next to him, his singular massive hand moving to grasp the top of the captain’s head in one easy grip, as if Eliard’s skull was a child’s toy, and casually move it back and forth so that Val could look into his eyes.

      “Argh. Get off me, you big lump!” Eliard snapped at him.

      “Careful. I’m the war chief now. You shouldn’t talk to me like that,” Val said, releasing his head. “Nothing’s broken. And you’re focusing. No spinal damage. No concussion.”

      “And that is how you Duergar check? Have you never heard of medics?” Eliard groaned, massaging his aching shoulders. He sat up, still feeling like he had been put through a wrangle, or as if the Duergar had given his entire body a beating.

      “No medics here.” Val shrugged.

      ‘Here’ was, the captain saw, a small campsite on the edge of the broken gorges and scree slopes of the mountains behind the palace. They were wedged at the back of a collapsed gorge, with shadowed rocks and boulders everywhere, and just the light of their fire and the stars for company. There were other small tents. Some were made from canvas, but many seemed to be a mix-match of materials from polythreads to blankets to more Martin draperies. From inside came the sound of snores.

      “Your war clan?” Eliard nodded to the tents. “Are they the ones who tried to shoot me in my own stables?”

      “Hmm.” Val nodded. He was nothing if not a very stoic, pragmatic sort of creature. He moved to push a waterskin into the captain’s slightly shaking hand and dropped a load of aluminum-wrapped emergency rations in his hand. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      “But… Val, what are you doing here? On my home world?” Eliard said as he gladly did as he was told. The water was freezing but it tasted divine, and the food was horrible reconstituted pea protein and nutrients, colorless and flavorless, but it still tasted wonderful to Eliard’s almost-starved body.

      “And just how in the name of all the stars did you lose your hand?” Eliard said through another bite of the emergency gunk.

      “This?” Val raised the mangled arm to show that it ended in a large brass hook instead, secured to his forearm by straps. “Got blown off a couple of years ago. Ponos-drone.”

      Eliard was so busy eating and drinking that he barely registered the absurdity of what Val was saying…until he did.

      “A Ponos drone? But Ponos-Omega doesn’t have drones…” he said. It had gone mad, hadn’t it? Eliard shook his head. “This is all we need. With Alpha and Ponos acting all crazy up there…”

      “Nope.” The gigantic Duergar stated firmly, turning a little on his boulder to fix his once human captain with a steady stare. The Duergar at the best of times were a fearsome sight, and being stared, almost scowled, at by one was an experience that would give most humans nightmares. Eliard was fairly used to it by now, but he still stopped eating all the same.

      “Nope?” Eliard asked in confusion.

      “Nope,” Val agreed. “No Alpha anymore. Just Ponos-Omega. It killed Alpha at the end of the war.”

      “The war?” Eliard was having a hard time following what his chief gunner was trying to get at. “It’s over? Already?” Eliard looked up to the broken skyline, a black and jagged silhouette where once they should have been peaks. “I bet this was a last act of retaliation then. Maybe I did destroy that warp gate on Esther after all…”

      There was an angered snort from the Duergar beside him, making Eliard turn back to find Val Pathok seemingly angry as he curled his scaled lips back to reveal heavy fangs and tusks to the night air.

      “What did I say wrong?” Eliard asked quickly.

      “Boss. El.” Val turned completely in his seat. “You have got everything wrong. Tell me: How old do I look?”

      “Why, you’re… You’re…” Eliard wracked his brain to remember his gunner’s age. Hadn’t he himself thrown Val a birthday party on the Mercury? When would that have been…

      I don’t know much about Duergar physiognomy, but Val isn’t an OLD Duergar. Eliard frowned as he tried to remember, trying not to hurt his friend’s feelings by having to admit that he didn’t know.

      In fact, he shouldn’t even be middle-aged… Eliard looked at the Duergar to see that a lot of his scales had lost their color and luster. The heavy bones of his brow and massive jaw were more pronounced, the folds of scaled skin under his chin more pronounced…

      Eliard’s brain caught up.

      He had said that his hand got blown off by a Ponos drone two years ago.

      Eliard knew for a fact that two years ago, he and Val and Irie had been happily running a very successful smuggling operation that syphoned plasma from a deep-space freighter and ran it back to the Traders’ Belt. They hadn’t even heard of Alpha or Ponos or thought much about the ancient Valyien back then…

      Unless…

      “Holy sweet drekking stars.” Eliard almost choked on his nutrient food, feeling a wave of nausea and cold run through his body.

      That was why the Martin Palace was so thoroughly destroyed.

      That was why Val Pathok looked older.

      That was why Branton was so deserted.

      “You see it now.” The Duergar nodded, turning back to the campfire. “You always had quick wits but were a slow learner, boss…”

      “But…but…”

      “Ten years,” Val stated heavily. “You’ve been gone ten years.”

      Eliard dropped the food and the water.

      “The Alpha-machine, with the help of Armcore, took over most of the Imperial Coalition,” the Duergar said, and Eliard realized that his friend had not only lost a hand and aged, but he had also grown a lot more eloquent than he had been, which, the pirate guessed, was probably all of the experience that he now had.

      “I was with General Selazar…”

      “Lord General Selazar?” Eliard remembered. Another ruler of one of the Imperial Coalition noble houses who held the same honorary rank his father once had. A very proud, old man cast in the old way of the noble houses. Trevalyn-trained through and through.

      “Hm.” Val nodded. “He was a good fighter, but old. His heart gave out in the end, but he managed to win over what remained of the noble houses away from Armcore. With my fighting Duergar, we held out as often as we could.

      “And then there was Ponos-Omega at the OEC Station…” Val stated.

      The Old Earth Coalition station that surrounded humanity’s home world, Eliard remembered. He had been there in what, for him, had only been a matter of cycles ago.

      “Ponos-Omega was strong, able to hold off the Alpha-vessel, but Alpha was too quick, always able to predict and intercept us. Kept our forces separate and scattered,” Val stated sorrowfully.

      “We all had to retreat, with Ponos-Omega holding the OEC, and my Duergar and what remained of the noble houses running skirmish ambush missions against Armcore and Alpha. We were losing. No way to replenish numbers, or stocks…” The Duergar shook his large head as he must have remembered all of the lives that he had led to their dooms.

      “But then, just when it seemed that Alpha couldn’t lose? That was when your human House Archival offered its own house intelligence to Ponos-Omega. Made it stronger.”

      Eliard nodded. He remembered being instrumental in helping the old Ponos ‘eat’ several space station intelligences. Archival, the self-named house intelligence, was rumored to have the largest memory servers of all time. “Makes sense,” the captain said softly. “I can’t see why they didn’t do it earlier, to be honest…”

      “Just be glad they didn’t!” Val suddenly growled fervently into the flames. “It made Ponos-Omega too strong. Stronger than Alpha. It defeated Alpha in the war, and then…”

      “Went mad?” Eliard hazarded.

      Val’s anger seemed to evaporate from him like water on a hot day, leaving an emotion that the human captain had never seen in his friend before: hopelessness. “Mad? Sane? Who knows? It was just too clever. We all came out of hiding, we thought the war was finally over, but then Ponos-Omega started to become cruel….

      “First, all of the old Armcore boats and crew were repurposed to Ponos’s personal fleet. They went through ‘retraining’ exercises…” Eliard watched the Duergar’s lip curl in distaste once more.

      “What we didn’t know was that the Ponos-Omega had salvaged much of the Alpha-vessel that it had destroyed and ‘ate’ that, too. There must have been some memory servers of Valyien hoodoo left in there, because Ponos-Omega only grew more powerful…

      “It took over data-space. More so than even the Alpha had done before,” the Duergar stated.

      It Watches… Eliard thought of the graffiti on the walls of his childhood home. Data-space was a field of sub-quantum activity that human scientists—thanks to retro-worked Valyien technology—had discovered how to use to store, send, and receive information. It allowed faster-than-light, immediate transmission of data and an almost infinite amount of processing power…

      “Yes. That was why every bit of machinery had to be destroyed.” Val nodded.

      Why all the automated doors and medical units and everything else was gone… Eliard nodded. Any device which had any sort of data node or was hard-wired into any sort of power grid could become a tool of this new, terrifying Ponos-Omega. “And why, as soon as I had booted up that Aeon modular craft, Ponos-Omega was able to find me,” Eliard murmured, earning another nod from his over-large friend.

      “And then it just seeded the Imperial Coalition with its own drones. Thousands of them. Millions of them.” Val raised his brass hook ruefully.

      “But…why?” Eliard didn’t understand. “Apart from it went crazy, of course…”

      “Who knows?” His friend gave that inconsolable shrug once more. “Maybe that was what it had planned all along. Maybe it never got over its Armcore programming. Or maybe the Valyien technology it ate meant that it became more Valyien than machine?”

      Through the confusion, like a racer jet piercing a bank of fog, Eliard’s mind narrowed on one inevitable conclusion. “And, uh… Cassie? Irie?” His voice wavered.

      Duergar were not a people known for their emotions, unless of course it was a righteous fury after being insulted. Or maybe they did have emotions, the captain thought, only humans were too ignorant to see them in the troll-like morphologies.

      But right now, however, the emotion that shook through the largest Duergar that ever seen was palpable, like the sudden break of a storm as his shoulders tremored and his eyes narrowed to pained cracks. The wave of difficult feelings lasted all but a minute and soon receded, but the pirate captain had never seen his friend and chief gunner so overcome.

      “They were on Esther.” Val said in his grumbling, clipped tones. “Esther was completely overrun by the Alpha-vessel, and then when Ponos-Omega won the war, it firebombed the planet.”

      No. It was Eliard’s turn to shake. The worst part of what he was hearing was the way that Val Pathok was now saying it. Matter-of-factly. Severely. This was a fact that had happened and had now become history, and there was no going back…

      “They might have got out!” the human insisted, unwilling to accept the truth that he could hear in the war chief’s voice.

      Val remained silent.

      “They could!” Eliard leaned forward. “They had the Mercury Blade, fastest boat in the void, right? And you know how clever Irie is. Smarter than you and me by half. And Cassie? She’s an Archival agent.” Was an Archival agent, the captain’s own treacherous mind informed him.

      “Hmph.” Val shrugged. “For what it’s worth, they might have done. But it doesn’t matter now anyway.”

      Eliard’s despair turned into a flash of impotent rage. “What under the skies do you mean? Of course it matters. If we can get off-world, we must be able to jury-rig a boat that isn’t connected to data-space, surely? We can go find them. We can recover the Mercury Blade…”

      “And do what, boss?” Val Pathok put a little iron into his already deep growl of a voice, and Eliard heard a snort and a cough from one of the nearby slumbering Duergar warriors, as if they were wondering if this was a prelude to a fight.

      “We can’t fly off to the Traders’ Belt because the Traders’ Belt was effectively neutralized by Armcore, remember? There aren’t any non-aligned worlds or frontiers anymore, either. It’s all just Ponos. That eye everywhere,” Val said, slowly getting to his feet as his voice deepened. “Ponos won, boss. That is the moral of this tale. And we lost! Even if, even if, Irie and Cassie managed to get off Esther before Alpha tore them to pieces or Ponos burnt the atmosphere, then they could be anywhere by now. In one of the slave camps maybe. Or a factory. Or a prison. Or dead.”

      “No!” Eliard got to his feet with a burst of anger, and he felt the Device on his arm interlocking and morphing. Turning into some kind of weapon. Some kind of weapon he could use to stop that big, dumb, Duergar face from saying all of these hurtful things—

      “Grurgh!” A grunted shout as Val Pathok’s war clan were standing up from their tents, their hands reaching for their own blades and axes and clubs…

      “Think before you do that, El…” Val stood steady and unfazed by the comparatively tiny human standing in front of him.

      Rage and despair tore through the captain. He was so mad at Val for being so negative. For giving up. For telling me the truth, a small part of his mind said. His right forearm and hand where the Device sat had turned into an almost Duergar-like fist, encrusted with heavy scales and bony protrusions. Eliard wanted so much to hit something with it. To hit the world. To hit Ponos.

      But none of it would bring Cassie and Irie back.

      “Ugh.” Eliard’s hate collapsed as he gave way to regret, and the Device started to shiver back to its smaller form. “I’m sorry, Val.” he muttered, unable to look at the Duergar’s hard stare.

      “Hmph,” Val grunted, before saying in a not unkind way, “You were always brave, boss. Stupid, but brave.”

      Ha. I guess I deserved that. Eliard nodded and took a deep breath. “So…what do we do?”

      Val’s shoulders relaxed, and he made a small gesture to his warriors, letting them know that any threat was over…if there had ever been a threat to the massive war chief in the first place. They grumbled as they either went back to their beds or started their work for the day. “We survive, boss,” he said. “That’s why I’ve been searching the ruined worlds and why I’m here on Branton. During the last few days of the war, just after Ponos-Omega ate Archival, there was a message that was leaked out from the Old Earth Station. Some big shot House Archival woman that didn’t like her house intelligence getting swallowed up by Ponos, I think.”

      “The Recorder.” Eliard nodded, remembering the House Archival woman who had effectively been running the OEC during the crisis.

      Val shrugged. “Doesn’t matter who it was. She’s dead too, now. I only heard about the message last year, through bits of information here and there amongst refugees,” he said. “Anyway. Years ago, this Recorder woman sent a message out that the Valyien warp gates held the key. That we might be able to use them to go back. To start again and do it right this time. She didn’t want Ponos-Omega to take over, and was calling on humans instead…”

      “Go back,” Eliard repeated. “You mean…”

      No, that’s impossible, isn’t it? The pirate captain wondered. Val was talking about using the Valyien warp gates to jump backwards through time. Perhaps back to ten years ago when Alpha took over. Perhaps back even further, to stop Armcore from ever developing the Alpha program in the first place!

      Not impossible… Eliard remembered his long-ago and almost forgotten lessons at Trevalyn Academy. No one understood warp travel. Not really. There had been an endless number of studies on the effects and properties of warp plasma, that strange substance that seemed to be generated by warp travel. It was almost anti-matter. It had tremendous energy, enough to rip holes through spacetime.

      But still, after all of these hundreds of years, no one really understood warp travel. Sure, there were predicted theories that worked: that the warp drive used the computer to calculate the interlinked electrons across vast distances of time and space, and thus created a miniature black hole ‘tunnel’ from one end to the other. But time itself went weird around black holes.

      No one understood warp better than the Valyien, anyway… the captain considered. They had found a way to physically transmute their own bodies and technology and empires into the stuff of the ab-universe, another dimension that they were supposedly still living in.

      Eliard’s un-scientific thoughts led him to the inevitable conclusion: if warp broke the rules of space and time, then anything might be possible… Hadn’t he himself jumped forward ten years into the future by using the Valyien mother-gate on Esther?

      For me, it had been like hardly any time had passed at all… he considered. Had he been stuck in the warp for ten years? Or was it possible that he had circumnavigated time itself? Had found some sort of shortcut through reality?

      And that means I can find a way back.

      “There is a warp gate under the Martin Palace,” Eliard said, his voice settling into a tone of cool determination.

      “Clearly.” Val was looking at him steadily. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

      The captain nodded, but one thing still confused him. “But how did you know that it was there when my own family didn’t!?”

      Another shrug from the war chief of the fighting Duergar. “Hints. Rumors. In the last ten years, I have become better at sniffing things out, I guess.”

      “And who’s to say my father didn’t know?” Eliard had to agree. “But just didn’t tell us?” The evidence stacked up in his mind. If what Cassandra had been told by her Q’Lot allies had been right, then what the Imperial Coalition had been dealing with was a plan that lasted millennia. The Valyien had taken over the galaxy and then seeded it with their strange technologies, using their warp gates to jump ship when it appeared that their war with the Q’Lot would destroy everything. No one wanted a barren universe, right?

      Well…no one apart from maybe whatever Ponos wants, that is… he thought grimly. The sky was starting to blue in east—one of the reasons why the pioneer House Martin settlers of Branton had chosen this world was because of its many Earth-like qualities, he knew—and a chill breeze was picking up.

      But the Vayien had been able to play with time and space. They left their mighty ziggurats and warp gates scattered throughout the pre-Imperial Coalition space, almost as if they wanted them activated again in the future… Eliard started to see a terrifying new possibility in the new dawn.

      “What if this was all a plan?” Eliard mumbled.

      “What?” Val frowned. “Who could plan for what Ponos has become?”

      “No, not the Ponos-Omega-Archival thing, whatever it is…” Eliard clarified quickly. “I mean the Imperial Coalition, the Valyien warp gates. Everything. Cassie told me that the Q’Lot believe in cycles, that they move through the galaxy in, like, seasons, and that they have been having this cosmic war with the Valyien for longer than either humans or the Duergar have been bipedal…” he remembered.

      “I think that when the Valyien took off for the ab-universe, it wasn’t a wholescale evacuation. It was just a staged retreat,” Eliard continued. That is why there’s a warp gate underneath the Martin Palace.

      “They left their technology behind, not even decommissioning it because they knew that one day, another race would use it to recreate them. To bring them back so that they could start again.” Eliard spoke in a rush of thoughts. It had always been like this for the captain. He might not have acres of knowledge, but he was intuitive. His lateral quick wits had helped him avoid and escape certain death many times in the past.

      “Well, I’ve found evidence that there are far more warp gates than we ever even guessed before.” Val nodded.

      “A galaxy-wide travel network.” El started to grin, but it wasn’t happily, and it wouldn’t inspire cheer in anyone who saw it. It was a grim, feral sort of smile. “That was how the Valyien were going to take over again. But we can use it. To go all the way back to before all this happened…” His eyes settled on the ruined towers and walls of his childhood home. He didn’t know how he would activate the warp gate, and he didn’t know how he could navigate when he was in there, in the past—

      But by the stars, he was the dreaded Pirate Captain Eliard Martin. He would find a way.

      It was then that the sky started to thunder and roar with the sound of approaching jets.

      It was the Ponos-drones, come for them.
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      “Cassie?”

      The House Archival agent watched as the smaller woman murmured and opened her eyes. Irie looked terrible, her eyes bloodshot and her frizzy hair slick with sweat.

      But at least she’s not dead, Cassandra thought as she moved to the side of her companion.

      The two women were still in Alpha’s strange isolation chamber, but at some point during the ordeal, both Cassie and Irie had thumped to the floor as the localized gravity had been turned back on, after which they had both fallen into some sick sort of slumber.

      “It’s cold,” Irie said, blinking and moving to sit up, before letting out a groan of pain.

      “Don’t move,” Cassie said urgently, doing her best to try and settle herself around the engineer to keep her warm. But she was right, it was cold in here, which was either because the Alpha-vessel didn’t fully understand the needs of a human body or because it understood them all too well.

      Like water. And nutrients, Cassie thought grimly. She wondered if Alpha was trying to break them.

      Which would be ridiculous, really… She curled her lip in disgust. Although House Archival had always taken a stern stance against torture, because they had understood the implications and historic uses of such a practice all too well, she had still been trained as an agent all the same. Which meant she knew about interrogation techniques.

      But when you can read people’s minds, just starving them is pretty useless, she knew. Surely the Alpha would also know that, with its acres of processing power?

      Maybe it was just being a drekk-head, she had to admit.

      “Alpha?” she said out loud, presuming that anything that happened inside and on board this vessel would be able to be sensed by the strange intelligence. “Why are you keeping us here?” It was an easy thing to let a bit of aggression and outrage into her voice, but she knew that she had a very fine line to walk with whatever she said.

      I cannot make us seem useless to it, or it will just dispose of us like trash, she considered. So we have to be useful, but more valuable free and healthy, not trapped and starving.

      “Good morning, Agent Milan. My scans register that Engineer Hanson is conscious as well. Good morning also.” The smooth, cultured voice of Alpha echoed into the chamber from hidden transmitters. “You will both be pleased to note that the engineer’s nano-virus count is stable at seventy-two percent. She can remain in this state indefinitely, just so long as I do not signal the viral load to replicate any further.”

      “How wonderful…” Irie muttered, before sneezing.

      “Then you can feed us, at least?” Cassie said tartly. “You have us where you want us, we’re not going anywhere, so perhaps you could keep us alive?”

      “I AM keeping you alive, Agent Milan. You have oxygen to breathe, do you not? And my scans indicate that both of your bodies will only suffer a negligible loss of performance and function for a further eighteen hours, at least,” Alpha said genially.

      “Your scans…” the engineer muttered irritably.

      “And then you’ll feed us? Give us some water?” Cassie persisted. It might not be the news that she was looking for—another eighteen hours locked in this strange chamber might just drive them both mad from worry—but it was better news than she had five minutes ago.

      “I fully intend to. But we shall see. If my scenario analysis continues to predict your use to me, then I of course will keep you alive. Now, unless there is anything else…”

      “We can help you,” Cassie heard herself say, hating herself even as she said it.

      “Cassie!” Irie hissed at her side, managing to push herself up into a hunched seated position, even though she wobbled a bit. Her temper was clearly stronger than even the seventy-odd percent viral load on her system.

      “Of course you can. That is why I have you here.” Alpha sounded amused.

      “You know I am House Archival. I can get you Archival itself,” Cassie said.

      Irie glared at her colleague.

      “And why wouldn’t I just pluck any of this useful information straight from your mind anyway?” the Alpha considered.

      “Because you know that it needs to be me. My face,” Cassie stabbed wildly in the dark. “I can get into the restricted vaults that house Archival’s memory servers. I can walk straight up to the Recorder of House Archival and convince her to give up the command access codes to Archival’s mainframe,” she said.

      “You can, but you wouldn’t go through with it, I am afraid.” Alpha even managed to put on an almost human chuckle. “My medical servers have been running a continual health scan of both of you while I have you staying with me—I am not a monster, after all—and the psychological evaluations suggest that whilst your loyalty to Archival is not total, you would never willingly betray them.”

      Dammit, Cassandra thought. She should have known that the Alpha was constantly evaluating them.

      “However, my studies inform me that there is a sixty-four percent probability that you will be helpful in my dealings with your allies, the Q’Lot,” Alpha stated.

      Sixty-four percent? Cassandra thought grimly. She supposed it was better than fifty-fifty chance of being useful.

      “Of course I would,” Cassandra said immediately. “I’m the only human whom they have made direct, positive contact with in the entire Imperial Coalition. I know more about them than anyone.”

      “Well, not as much as you think, clearly,” the Alpha said condescendingly. “I have been inside your mind, remember?”

      Damn. The agent gritted her teeth.

      “But it is not what you might know or possess that will save your life, Cassandra Milan. It is what you might represent to the Q’Lot that I will find useful.”

      “Great. So, I am to be a pawn? A ransom?” Cassie’s fiercely intelligent mind started assembling all the bits of information that she had gleaned from this conversation.

      Alpha didn’t think she knew anything—not about Eliard or the Q’Lot.

      But it was keeping her alive because it didn’t know what the Q’Lot thought of her.

      Which meant two things—that Alpha did not understand the Q’Lot, and thus they could represent a serious and existential risk to its plans, that it wouldn’t be able to predict them, and also that Alpha was scared of the Q’Lot.

      Well, as much as a hybrid machine and alien intelligence ever gets scared, that is, she thought.

      “How human of you to put things into neat little categories. Your role will differ depending upon my mission parameters, of course. At the moment, you will be a test subject.”

      There was a sudden grating noise as, halfway up the isolation chamber but on the other side of the room from where they had entered, Cassie guessed, an octagonal section of wall glowed and then slid upwards into place, letting in a bright stream of electric lighting.

      “Please make your way to the outlet tunnel, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated.

      “Not without my friend,” Cassandra stated immediately. “I have one condition: my cooperation depends on the health of my friend.”

      There was a moment’s silence from above them, and then Irie suddenly gave a low moan and shook before Alpha’s voice came back.

      “I believe that I was very clear in stating the parameters of our relationship, Agent Milan. You will cooperate with everything that I ask or I will kill the engineer. Her viral load is now increasing to seventy-four percent. Someone with your training must be aware that past eighty percent, she will be fighting to stave off unconsciousness, even coma, and past ninety percent, she could suffer permanent organ damage, and, well, a one hundred percent viral load of her already taxed system doesn’t sound particularly appealing to any biological lifeform, does it?” Alpha stated.

      But Cassandra didn’t move, even as her hands gripped Irie’s upper arms in a vice-like grip. I have to stay strong. I have to stay firm. She looked into Irie’s eyes and nodded, trying to will trust into her. It was hard thing to do when the engineer’s eyes were so bloodshot and glazing over as the virus started to overcome her body’s natural defenses…

      “Seventy-six percent, Agent Milan…” Alpha stated.

      Cassandra wondered, fearfully, if she was in fact doing the right thing. You cannot out-guess or out-smart a machine intelligence, and certainly not one as clever and as advanced as Alpha.

      But it is scared of the Q’Lot. She hung onto that tiny iota of a fact. And it doesn’t understand the Q’Lot…

      Which had to mean that it didn’t know precisely what Cassandra’s use might be in any dealings it used her in… Which meant that it had a greater interest in keeping her alive than it did having her refuse to cooperate…

      “Seventy-eight percent, Agent Milan…” Alpha prodded her. In front of Cassie, Irie’s eyelids were starting to droop and her lips were sagging. Unconsciousness, coma, organ failure, death… The agent swallowed nervously. That was what the Alpha had predicted.

      “If you kill my friend, then you might as well kill me too, because I won’t work with you,” Cassandra said as sternly as she was able to.

      “How tiresome,” Alpha said, tone clipped, and Irie took a great sigh as some hidden quantum message was relayed to the millions of nano-drones that were even now attacking her system.

      “Approximately fifteen percent of the available nano-culture inside Engineer Hanson’s bloodstream have been deactivated. Her viral load is returning to the previous seventy-two percent, where it will stabilize,” Alpha stated, sounding like he was a much-harried parent trying to curb their child’s tantrum.

      Cassie waited until she could see some of the change in Irie’s face and body in front of her—her muscles relaxing just a little, her eyes regaining some focus.

      “Lower,” Cassie hissed. She knew that she shouldn’t press her advantage, but she also knew that right now, at this moment in time, both her and Irie were so close to the threat of death anyway that she might as well try.

      Irie’s hands stopped trembling, and she was breathing easier.

      “Stable at sixty-four percent,” Alpha returned. “The same percentage probability that you will be of use to me. I thought that there was a certain…poetry, in that. Let me offer you a deal, Agent Milan: the more useful you prove yourself to be, the lower Irie Hanson’s viral load will go. Agreed?”

      “Sounds fair.” Cassie nodded, although internally, she hated everything about it. How dare Alpha—or anyone—put her in the position where she had to gamble so heavily with her friend’s life? But what choice did she have?

      “What do I have to do?”
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      What Cassandra Milan, Agent to House Archival, had to do was, in fact, insane.

      “You must have blown several thousand fuses somewhere, Alpha…” she growled as she looked at the creature that stood opposite her.

      It wasn’t just Irie and Cassandra who had been taken on board the Alpha-vessel, of course. There had been the being whom Cassandra referred to as Speaker, because it was the only one of its kind who had managed to speak to her in clipped Imperial Coalition English.

      It was the Q’Lot from the ship that had revived her, and whom Cassandra thought of as some kind of chief or representative, maybe even a leader. But right now, the Q’Lot in front of her did not remind Cassandra of anything from that journey. It looked ill. Its tall form managed to look emaciated in places as its whitish skin was tight over the strange geometries of joints and tendons here and there, or sagging past elbow joints and under the arms elsewhere where it had lost muscle mass.

      The white and silvered robes that the Q’Lot Speaker had worn had been stripped from its body, leaving it with nothing more than a sort of white-cream loincloth, with the rest of its form hideously exposed.

      It stood behind a thick crystal-glass wall and appeared to be strapped to the wall of a metal chamber, both sets of arms splayed out and almost pulled taut by some sort of poly-filament metal wire.

      “Yz90-^?” The thing’s head lolled forward, with the tentacles that erupted where the thing’s mouth should be weakly and feebly twisting in midair. Despite the crystal-glass wall that separated them, however, Cassandra could still clearly hear the thing’s mumbled cry, and realized that the room must have transmitters hidden somewhere.

      “What the hell have you done to it?” Cassandra demanded.

      “Please, Agent Milan,” Alpha’s voice washed into the room. “Strive to remember our deal. Sixty-two percent, Cassandra. Your change of vocal tone alone makes me want to reconsider your likelihood of helping me…” it threatened.

      Cassandra thought that, after seeing the state that Alpha was keeping the Q’Lot Speaker in, it was no surprise that her ‘percentage possibility’ chance of helping the Alpha-vessel had shot down. This was torture, clearly. Even if Alpha hadn’t even hit or struck the Q’Lot, the poor being was clearly in distress.

      “Talk to it, Agent Milan,” Alpha stated.

      “Talk?” Cassie frowned. Just what would Alpha find out about the Q’Lot from that? She shook her head. Whatever bizarre game this was, she did not understand, but she knew that she had to at least play along for a while until her percentage rate shifted up some more and Irie’s nano-virus load went down.

      “Fine. Talk,” the agent muttered to herself, taking a step forward to the glass. “Speaker?” she managed to say in soft tones. “Speaker…can you hear me? It’s Cassie.”

      “Yzecho-11?” The Q’Lot’s head bobbed, and its tentacles twitched a little. Very. Very slowly, the thing raised its head until its small black eyes were staring almost straight at Cassie. Its body was shivering as if from cold or exhaustion.

      “Yz3, mla4gh,” it murmured in its voice that was almost musical, almost the twittering of birds.

      “Interesting,” the voice of the Alpha machine sounded.

      “What is?” Cassie stepped up to the glass to gently place a hand on the transparent structure, as close to the side of the alien’s head as she could get. Its chest shuddered, although Cassie didn’t know if that was from recognition, gratitude, or just more pain.

      “The Q’Lot clearly recognizes you, and, in any normal human physiognomy, its behaviors would even indicate some kind of emotional attachment.”

      “Are you trying to say that the Q’Lot is in love with me?” Cassie murmured. Was such a thing even possible?

      “Love. Friendship. Admiration. All of these are human categories. When you stop thinking like a human, then perhaps you will be able to understand what it is I can see here,” Alpha said. “I wish you to give the creature some water.” In that moment, there hummed a small hatch open from one side of the wall, and out came a stainless-steel cup filled with liquid that looked like water, at least. Cassie took it and sniffed the cup suspiciously, before turning back to the crystal-glass wall.

      “Well, I can’t very well get it to drink through this, can I?”

      “Interesting,” Alpha repeated, and Cassandra realized that she was as much a part of this experiment as the Q’Lot. Was that something she could use? Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

      Hssss! A smooth mechanical noise, and the crystal-glass wall as one piece started to rise, separating from a thick tread in the floor to disappear into the ceiling.

      “Ezyr3m..!” The Q’Lot quivered, as if in pain at the change.

      “The water, Cassandra. I want you to offer it to the thing’s tentacles, and then pour the rest over the thing’s head and neck,” Alpha stated.

      “What?” Cassandra hesitated.

      “The Q’Lot were, evolutionarily speaking, a marine species. They spent far longer in their marine environments than did most other sentients, and so that means H2O still has a powerful subconscious effect on them. One of relief and safety, presumably.”

      Cassandra didn’t like it. If the Q’Lot didn’t feel safe then it was because it wasn’t, quite clearly…but given that Irie’s viral scores were tied in with her agreeableness to help Alpha, and considering that what Alpha had asked her to do seemed as though it might even help the Q’Lot Speaker somewhat, she did as she was told.

      First, Cassandra stepped forward to slowly raise the steel-looking cup to the feebly gesticulating tentacles of the Q’Lot.

      “Ghz8…” the creature mumbled, its tentacles quickly dipping into the water, before making gurgling sounds. Cassie held the cup for a few moments longer, until she saw the Speaker’s throat gulp several times—if its internal biology worked the same at all—and then did as Alpha had suggested, pouring the rest of the cup over the creature’s head and shoulders. In response, the Q’Lot made a pleased, almost purring sound.

      “You’re welcome,” Cassie said gently, wondering just what Alpha would tell her to do next.

      “Not safe…” The Speaker suddenly lifted its head and looked at Cassie with clear eyes. The House Archival agent had spent enough time around them to recognize the fear.

      “I know, Speaker,” Cassie murmured. “You’re inside Alpha. We are, you, me, and Irie Hanson…”

      “Don’t understand…” The Speaker seemed to be getting agitated, pulling at the filament cords that held it firmly to the wall even though there was no possibility that it could get free.

      “I know it must be distressing, but I said that we were inside the ship known as Alpha…” Cassie tried again, for the Q’Lot to suddenly stop moving.

      “No. YOU don’t understand. Not safe. You must leave, now!” the creature’s clipped and strangely tonal language threw the words at Cassandra, making her step back. A tremor had started up and down through the Speaker’s body, as if it were trying to contain some great emotion.

      “Speaker, you have to relax. Your body needs to rest…” Cassie tried to say, but the Speaker’s eyes were closing and its tentacles were starting to flare wildly.

      “Alpha? What’s happening to it!” Cassie took another step backward. “I need to give it more water…”

      “Intriguing. I have never seen this biological reaction before…” the Alpha stated, and the small hatchway in the wall did not produce any more water or cups.

      The Q’Lot’s tremors grew stronger, turning into a violent shaking.

      Is this how they die? Cassandra took another step back, just as the tentacles on the thing’s face flared open to reveal a strange beak of a mouth as the thing screamed.

      “Oueeoueouaeeou-!” The noise hit Cassandra like a sledgehammer, and she realized that the Q’Lot hadn’t just been talking about the dangers of being inside Alpha, but also the dangers of being near it.

      “Ach!” Cassie screamed as the noise grated against her ears and drowned out all the other noises apart from its droning whine. “Alpha? Alpha!” she was sure that she said in alarm as she staggered to the back of the room, hands over her ears, but if Alpha responded at all, then she couldn’t hear it. Her vision was blurring, doubling, and she was sure that she could feel her body shaking.

      The bulkhead door opened soundlessly beside her, and one of the Alpha’s spider-drones launched itself into the room, metal arms rising in the air to reach for the screaming Speaker—

      “OOUEEOOUEEE!”

      But the spider-drone never even got close. It twitched and writhed as it tumbled through the air, small sparks of electricity bursting from the spaces between the joints. Another spider-drone had replaced it as Alpha sought to contain this terrible sonic attack, but it, too, appeared to shake and short circuit the nearer it got to the chained Q’Lot.

      “…” Cassie was sure that she was screaming in pain as the sound drove its way into her skull. She could feel her robes and her hair flood with static electricity. She could feel the very bones of her head vibrating as she clambered over the bodies of the spider-drones and fled into the corridor.

      “OUEEEOUAEEEE!” The screaming death-song of the Q’Lot followed her, pushing her on as she stumbled and ran instinctively away from the noise. She was certain that she could feel the tremor running through the metal of the ship itself as her hands braced against the cool metal walls for support.

      “Irie? Irie!” Cassie could finally hear herself start to scream once more, tears of pain rolling down her face. She didn’t know how she found it again, but she was in front of the small corridor that led to the isolation chamber, the doors apparently open and her human companion struggling over the lip of the hatch into the corridor.

      “What the drekk is that?” Irie gasped, flopping onto her side as she cradled her own ears against the assault.

      “It’s Speaker. The Q’Lot…” Cassandra thumped beside her and huddled. What are we going to do? There’s nothing we can do? It was hard for her highly-trained agent brain to kick in and analyze the situation with the Speaker’s death-song drilling its way through her brain.

      “It sounds like a drekking alarm, or a distress call,” Irie Hanson sobbed in her own pain, and had no idea just how right she was…
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      The Alpha-vessel still hung in the near-orbit of the desert planet of Esther. Its gigantic body was almost comparable with that of Esther’s smallest moonlet that whizzed around its parent faster than Old Earth’s own sibling.

      But the whorled shell and the lance-like snouts of the Alpha-vessel was not alone in the void. Scattered around it, moving like slow and leisurely sharks above the atmosphere of Esther, were the W-shapes of the Armcore war cruisers that had rushed to attend their strange alien ally. One of them was the Armcore war cruiser that Eliard and the Mercury Blade itself had had to evade when they were sent here by Ponos, but the rest had arrived as soon as the Alpha-vessel had sent the command.

      The planet of Esther was a ruddy ball with only small patches of blue here and there at the poles, its skies were smeared with thick white and gray storm clouds from all of the inter-planetary travel that had forced its way into Esther’s envelope of sky.

      It is impossible to hear sound in the near total vacuum of the void, but still, if an observer was watching closely enough, they might be able to detect a disturbance emanating from the Alpha-vessel. The large shell of the beast, like a Nautilus, still gleamed with its iridescent, self-created metals, and the four-pronged snout that shot out still pointed at Esther like the Sword of Damocles. The vessel’s three vast solar wings, made of a thin and flexible metal, still caught the power from Esther’s distant sun.

      But they were trembling.

      If there were any acute observers amongst the circling Armcore war cruisers who had noticed this change, no alarm or apparent movement was made, probably because the Alpha-vessel was so monumentally strange that anything that it appeared to do had to be taken as normal.

      For the Alpha-vessel to be in distress and not be engaged in some battle was unthinkable. This was the Valyien-Armcore machine intelligence that had seeded itself through data-space. Which was the cleverest sentience in this half of the galaxy. That had created its own body out of the trash worlds of Sebopol and had consumed and dismantled the great Helion Generator. This was the alien vessel that had faced off with a handful of other boats against one of the largest noble house fleets ever assembled in living memory and had sought to lead an attack directly against Old Earth itself.

      How could it ever be in danger?

      But the solar wings were shaking, nonetheless, a slight tremor that made the glare of caught light flicker as the tremble became a rattle that swept the tips of the wings up and down several meters.

      The sonic-vibration seemed to be occurring throughout the Alpha-vessel, as if someone with a perfectly-crafted cosmic tuning fork had struck it…which, in a way, was precisely what had happened.

      If any acute observers had seen all of this, they had at first done nothing, but as the Alpha-vessel started to list to one side, alarms broke out across the Armcore fleet.

      The Alpha-vessel was not supposed to have accidents. The Alpha-vessel had been purposefully built. It was run by and embodied the most precise, complicated intelligence. How could it apparently be suffering some sort of critical guidance problems?

      It is impossible to hear sound in the near-vacuum of the void, but that does not mean that nothing can travel through it. The Speaker’s death-song was echoed and amplified by the shell of the Alpha, and it was pulsing through space like an old radio wave. It was matching itself to sub-quantum frequencies, setting up minute vibrations in the bodies of electrons that were twinned with other electrons many hundreds of thousands—perhaps millions—of lightyears away.

      If the Valyien were—are—the masters of warp energy, then the Q’Lot with their blue-scale virus that sits on Eliard’s arm are the masters of biology. Of adaptability. Of that principle drive that pushes all living things forward. To survive. Some quirk of their own twisted evolutionary path led them to study and comprehend the secrets of genetics and proto-genetics as other races sought to master machine technology. Their bodies were their laboratories, their tools…their weapons.

      In the glittering, star-filled void outside of Esther, something answered the Speaker’s call. The stars melded and flashed as purple, green, and blue warp plasma erupted into space when something warped towards its dying comrade… The warp plasma started to evaporate and fade, but it left behind a dazzling glow as a Q’Lot ship hung in the torn bit of void.

      It was unlike any ship that Armcore had ever seen. Star-like in geometries, its many ‘points’ pulsed with trickles of chameleon lights like some deep-sea creature, and its constellation of spikes appeared more like some strange coral growth or bone structure. The entire edifice glowed with an eerie white presence, with the tips of its spikes appearing almost translucent.

      The Q’Lot ship hung stationary for a moment, then its pulsing lights shivered alarming flashes of red and orange. It threw itself forward at its enemy, flying like a comet into the side of the Alpha-vessel.
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      “Down!” Val Pathok, War Chief of the Duergar, shouted as the Ponos-drones swung around for another strafing run. Immediately, the heavy, troll-like warriors of his war clan scattered to the gorge, their heavy boots thumping on the gravel of pulverized rock as they moved with surprising speed.

      The Ponos-drones were a flight of three sleek, torpedo-like shapes that screamed through the air on apparent booster jets, turning in a wide circle above the mountainside and dipping as they did so, to come in low and fast.

      Although they hadn’t displayed any weapons when they had first burst through the atmosphere and the sound barrier to attack Eliard and Val and the others, the pirate captain had seen weapons ports slide seamlessly open along their nose and length as they fired micro-missiles and singular, steady orange laser beams with almost pinpoint accuracy.

      Ponos has gotten advanced, Eliard thought with a snarl of hate as he flung himself over a boulder, just as the ground where he had been standing burst apart in an explosion of minerals and dust.

      As soon as he hit the ground, he rolled…towards the approaching flight. The captain had fought machine intelligences before, and he knew that the only way to out-maneuver them was to act quickly and randomly. Luckily for Eliard, acting without apparent forethought or calculation came as second nature to the reckless pirate.

      Not so for two of the other Duergar warriors, however, who had taken up positions behind large boulders and were taking shots at the approaching drones with their machine rifles. A standard battle strategy, perhaps, but as one of the drones was hit and suddenly spiraled out and away over the gorge, the other two sent a barrage of micro-missiles at the static defenses, and a balloon of flame and smoke stopped the Duergar’s attack with abrupt finality.

      Ka-THOOOM! Another explosion behind the rocky wall of their gorge as the damaged Ponos-drone must have been traveling too fast to correct its flailing course.

      I’m sorry, Eliard threw the thought at the two dead Duergar just as he threw himself forward into a stumbling run in a new direction at the same time. But they had managed to take one of the attacking drones out, at least. Their crazed sense of battle-honor would give their spirits some rest, he thought proudly.

      Help me out, stars-damn-it! He snarled at his own weapon—neither laser pistol nor the machine pistols but the blue-green scales of the Device at the end of his arm as he thrust it into the sky and fired. He could feel the insides of the thing—of his own arm—changing and morphing as it adapted its abilities to the situation, deciding what was best in a fraction of a heartbeat.

      With the changing morphology of his hand, there also came a stab of deep bone ache from his arm, which he knew was the blue-scale virus eating away more of his body, every time he forced it to work.

      Hssss! The large scales of the snubbed thing’s ‘mouth’ flared wide as it spat into the air not the energy beam that Eliard had been expecting, but instead what looked to be a hurled ball of filament thread, black and metallic. Did it make that? He felt vaguely sick. Did my body make that?

      The filament net unraveled and expanded in the air as another of the two remaining Ponos-drones roared straight into it—

      Instantly, the net contracted and tightened around the drone, sending it off course.

      Kaba-THOOOM! The slipped mountainside above the gorge bloomed with the caught drone’s explosion, and rocks hailed down onto the defenders.

      “Yarr!” Val was roaring in approval, still running in a zigzag pattern down the length of the gorge even as the ground behind him exploded with the last remaining drone’s missiles.

      “Val!” Eliard shouted in alarm. The last drone was coming fast down the length of the gorge, looking as though it was heading straight for El’s impossibly-sized friend.

      Which was the problem. Val was too big. He was the largest Duergar that anyone had ever seen. It was ridiculous to think that he wasn’t an easy target for the machine-guided drone.

      Fzzzt! A steady lance of laser shot speared straight from one of the side ports of the Ponos Drone as it swept overhead, striking Val along his side and sending him flying with a pained grunt.

      No. Eliard forgot his unthought strategy and stood up, firing the Device on his arm at the final Ponos Drone as it banked over the littered wreckage of its downed sibling and returned to finish the job. The remaining Duergar warriors too had abandoned their covering positions at the injuring of their cherished leader and were standing now, firing short, contained bursts of fire at the Ponos Drone.

      It swerved, rolling high into the air to avoid the fire—

      Straight into Eliard’s net.

      THOOOM! Another explosion as the third and final drone met the wall of the gorge, sending heat and flames across everyone. When Eliard had picked himself up and stopped coughing and spluttering, he saw the smoke was rising, leaving the prone form of Val on the gorge floor.

      “Val! No!” Eliard was the first to clear the boulder field and skid across the dirt to the war chief’s side as the other Duergar were also roaring their dismay and bounding towards them.

      “Gurh…” But as well as being his greatest disadvantage, Val Pathok’s size was also an advantage of sorts. He was still alive from a laser shot that would have severed any smaller man or Duergar in two. As it was, Eliard saw that his friend was in critical condition. Ugly red burn marks swept down from one side of his large face, along the meat of his neck, and had completely blackened one arm. The damage didn’t stop there, however, as the Duergar had a blackened wound on his righthand side and another occupying his entire righthand calf.

      “How…bad…” Val Duergar hissed in pain as the other warriors started hurriedly dispensing painkillers and wound sprays from their battle harnesses.

      “You got hit by the laser shot.” Eliard didn’t think that the War Chief of the Duergar wanted to be sweet-talked. He had always been pragmatic and matter of fact. “I think your head and arm got winged, but it went through your side, and must have discharged through your calf,” Eliard said, his voice shaking.

      He had seen his friend in various scrapes before, and had even known the Duergar to have broken bones in their adventures as pirates. There was rarely a time when Eliard hadn’t been nursing similar injuries, him with his bruises and the Duergar with his cracked scales that would eventually fall off, to be replaced by shiny new scales underneath.

      It was a running joke, how much damage you went through… The human felt a gut-punch of shame. What damage you went through for me.

      “Lasers earth themselves when they strike,” one of the Duergar—perhaps a medic of some kind amongst their warlike number—said in stoic terms. “Burns and electric shocks don’t. But a powerful laser will have enough charge to travel through the body as an energy wave, before discharging again at the lowest point.”

      Eliard’s stomach turned over as he considered just what this medic was suggesting: that Val’s physical devastation wasn’t even the worst of his injuries. That terrible honor belonged to the internal organ damage that must have occurred between Val Pathok’s side and down his hip and leg.

      Fried organs. Boiled blood. Scorched bones, Eliard thought in horror. There had to be something that he could do, there had to be—

      The Device! he thought as the air in front of him filled with the astringent scent of antiseptic wound sprays. Hadn’t Eliard once saved Irie’s life by using the Device? When the Armcore war cruiser that they had been traveling with had crash-landed on the ice world of Epsilon G3-ov, and Ponos itself had broken its conditioning and attacked them.

      Irie had gotten hit in the chest by that metal maniac, Eliard remembered. He had asked the Device to adapt, to do something that would save him from the loss of his friend and the pain it would bring, and the Device had responded, releasing a blue-scale spore into Irie’s airways that somehow worked to restart her stilled heart…

      “Come on, please…” Eliard moved his arm bearing the Device to Val’s side. Couldn’t it do it again? Couldn’t the mutagenic qualities of the blue-scale virus do anything to a living system?

      “I might be able to help you, Val,” he whispered urgently. “The Device…”

      “No.” Val Pathok grunted, even through the fog of pain that the injections of painkillers weren’t even touching. With apparent effort that must have cost him dearly, Val thumped his still heavy, blackened hand on top of the Device, pushing it aside.

      “What?” Eliard’s face was a picture of alarm and misery.

      “Not that. I don’t want that,” Val was saying.

      “He’s delirious,” Eliard said frantically, moving the Device back again and trying to remember how he got it to release the mutagenic blue spores…

      “I. Said… No!” This time, Val’s decision was clear as he raised his blackened hand to bat at the Device away again, before collapsing back and panting heavily. The clustered Duergar had fallen silent around the scene, but several of them twitched their talons. It was clear that they would see that their chief’s last orders were obeyed, even if Eliard didn’t want to.

      “But…” Eliard said. Don’t go. Not like this.

      “But nothing, boss…” the Duergar whispered through blackened, scalded lips. “This is me. I don’t want to live not as me.”

      As I live, you mean? Eliard was suddenly, painfully aware. He could see why the Duergar made the decision. How much pain and tragedy had they been through ever since this mission had started? It had been Ponos who had convinced Eliard to infect himself with the Device, and ever since then, Eliard and his crew of the Mercury Blade had been used as a tool in Ponos’s war against Alpha.

      “This isn’t...the future…that was meant to happen, anyway.” Val struggled with the words as his body started to fail him. “You. Have. To go…back,” the war chief croaked.

      “But I don’t know how!” Eliard admitted. He knew where the warp gate was under his own palace, but he had no idea how he had used it, if it had even been him doing it at all!

      “Dammit, boss…” Val managed a snarl. “You’re the stars-damned Dread Pirate El… Find a way!”

      Eliard was stunned by the sharp slap of the rebuke, but it felt fitting at the same time. His oldest friend was right, of course. Now was not the time to admit any sort of defeat. The past depended on it. His friend’s life—his past life—depended on it.

      The Dread Pirate Captain El stumbled to his feet, looking down at the body of his comrade and brother-in-arms for a moment.

      “Where are you going?” one of the angrier Duergar beside him said.

      “You heard the war chief.” El’s voice firmed with a new conviction. “He gave me an order.”

      All of a sudden, the entire world around Eliard seemed different, as if he had finally taken off a pair of blindfolds. This wasn’t the future that he was supposed to live in. That Val Pathok and his renegade band of resistance fighters were supposed to be in. This was a future that he would do anything to avoid. That he would do everything to avoid.

      Eliard Martin, lord general of a deserted world, turned and marched over the rocks, heading straight for home.
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      A strange, calm sort of certainty filled Eliard’s steps as he crunched up the ruined hillside where his father’s stables had once stood, and out above it, joining up with the path that wound through the landscaped gardens and practice yards, past the destroyed workshops.

      It Watches… The graffiti warning haunted his steps, but every time he saw it, it only made his heart colder. So far, he had seen each and every one of his friends die in front of his eyes, often because of his own actions. He had infected Cassandra with the Q’Lot blue-scale virus and it had killed her. He had seen Irie’s heart stop. He had watched as Val Pathok’s body gave out.

      Granted, Cassie and Irie had both been—miraculously—granted another chance at life, and he was going to do everything he could to ensure that the Val Pathok of the past didn’t have to die, but it still made Eliard’s blood boil. He had helped put them through all of that suffering, and all that each of them had ever wanted was to do their job.

      Maybe this is what my father was always telling me, about noble responsibility, Eliard thought as he strode through the open archways of the Martin Palace, heading for that secretive little door off the main atrium.

      I have been such a fool, all my life, Eliard thought as he strode past the place where he would run around, playing with toys of space fighters, or the place where he would stare out of the elaborate windows long into the night, trying to name all the stars.

      No. Not a fool. Eliard paused by the window, feeling once again just an echo of the wonder that he had felt. He felt changed, different somehow. Like he could both accept the child he had been and even agree with his father.

      He had run away from this place because of his father’s harsh strictures and rules, and lectures about responsibility. He had to run away, Eliard now accepted. He would never have lived a happy life as some milky noble overseer, or even as a captain in his father’s air fleet.

      He was born for that wonder he had felt, but he had gone about getting it in all of the wrong ways.

      Everyone was right about me in that respect, at least. Eliard abandoned the window and kept on his steady march. He had been reckless, and young, and self-obsessed. He had only cared about making a name for himself, and only later had come to care about his crew.

      But now? From the vantage point of the future? Eliard could see what his father had been trying to drill into him: that we all have a duty to each other, and that any man or woman can only be as good as the crew—or friends—that they have around them. That was why the noble coalition was what it was—corrupt and bureaucratic and dull, yes, but in its best of moments, it was about people standing up to protect their families and friends.

      Eliard found the bust-open archway and slipped inside, moving down the narrow steps that led to the deserted underbelly of the palace. His black synth-leather boots crunched along the hall as he found the broken-open entrance to the hidden Valyien gate.

      All I have to do is work out how to get this thing operational, he thought as soon as he had crawled through the tunnel, to find, a little surprisingly, that it already was.

      “Huh?” He paused, watching the milky-white play of light and energy in the air above the inscribed circle. Once again, he could see the strange inscriptions and runes that seemed to dance and hurt his eyes as he looked at them. There didn’t appear to be any mechanical or other devices to generate the stable warp field, and yet nonetheless, it was still there—a floating cloud of light.

      Eliard walked up to the edge of the circle and stared hard at the stable warp field— the thing that shouldn’t even exist yet somehow did.

      How am I going to tell it to take me back? He had no idea.

      How am I going to tell it where to take me? He still had no idea.

      The captain tried to think back to his initial travel through the warp, unaided by a navigational computer or spacecraft around him.

      He had fallen in, for one thing. Or pushed… He had been pushed through the warp gate by one of the spider-drones, and he had fought it there in the deeps of warp space, or between-space, or wherever it was. He had thought that he was dying. No, he was sure that he was dying.

      And the pain and the confusion had made him yearn just to be home.

      Branton and the Martin Palace was home, Eliard realized. Or it was a home, anyway. Would his next journey be so simple as just stepping inside and thinking the words ‘take me back’? Somehow, Eliard was almost certain that it would be more complicated than that. It had to be, didn’t it?

      When he had wanted to be anywhere but inside that crushing pain, he had yearned to be home, but he had meant the Mercury Blade of course, surrounded by his friends. Instead, he had been transported ten years into the future to his childhood home, but with what remained of his friends.

      In one of those intuitive leaps that made Eliard the Dread Pirate Captain El, he realized that perhaps there was some sort of logic to using the warp gate.

      “It is a little like using warp coordinates,” he whispered. The warp gate had taken him to the next available place that was both homes for him: the Martin Palace on Branton, and his sole remaining friend, Val Pathok. What were the chances of Val arriving here on Branton at the same time he managed to jump in?

      The Valyien have been planning this for a long time. He remembered what he had realized about the warp gates. He knew that the strange minds that had built them didn’t think like his own. They weren’t human in the slightest.

      “If the Valyien knew that it was possible to travel both forward and backward through time as well as across distances by using warp travel…” Eliard reasoned out loud, “then they must have thought about time and space in radically different ways.” Their technology, like these gates, thought about time and space in different ways.

      “The gate must sort of pick out what you mean and try to match it up to the best possible coordinates,” he continued. Like it read your mind… Was that even possible?

      Anything is possible with the fourth-dimensional ancient Valyien, he thought.

      Which left Eliard with only question left to answer before he stepped into the warp, of his own free will—and with all available human science telling him that he would only burn himself up in an instant—and that was: where did he want to go?

      Eliard thought about the moon of Tritho, and the moon where he and his crew members had first seen Alpha. “I can think about that, for sure…” But he would have to go back to before Armcore had raised Alpha, wouldn’t he? And do what? Shoot a hole straight through the Armcore computers?

      I can do that, but…

      Wouldn’t Armcore just do it all again? And who was to say that the next possible Alpha wasn’t even more powerful than this one had been?

      “And there is Ponos, too, to destroy…” Eliard thought of what future-Val had told him about the new Ponos-Omega, and what it had become as soon as it had defeated and eaten Alpha.

      “Back to Epsilon G3-ov, then…” he considered. Where the ECN, the prototype of Alpha, had been made. He could certainly go back and destroy that before it even started to develop.

      But the Valyien would still be out there in that ab-universe, just waiting for a time to get in… Eliard knew, and now he had to consider the fact that he knew about the galaxy-spanning network of active warp gates that presumably the Valyien would one day step through again…

      He had to go back further. He had to go back to a time when he could destroy the warp gates entirely, and thus destroy any possibility of the ECN or Alpha coming into existence.

      Eliard hesitated for just a moment. That would be a one-way trip, he knew. He would never be able to travel back from there if he destroyed the network of warp gates, would he? He would never be able to fly the Mercury Blade again. He would never see Irie or Val again.

      He would never see Cassie again.

      The corners of eyes crinkled as he frowned. Was this what his father had always meant about the responsibility of a noble? To do the right thing, even if it meant throwing away every friend and good thing you ever had?

      Eliard took a deep breath and straightened his much disheveled, burnt, torn, and scratched black captain’s jacket. And then stepped into the warp field, and dissolved…
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      Thank you so much for reading A.I. Apocalypse, the eighth story in the Valyien series. I am happy you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      Things are really getting crazy for Eliard and the Mercury Blade crew, aren’t they. The next (and last) story in the series is gonna be a doozie. It will be available very soon on Amazon.

      

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