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            Prologue: The Fall of Lord Aster

          

        

      

    

    
      How did it come to this? The old man looked down at his broken, bleeding hands and wondered whether he had the strength to lift the nanosword one more time. Lord Vincentius of House Aster rather doubted it, but he forced his mangled fingers in their tight-fitting black gloves around the pommel once more, uttering a snarl of pain.

      Heartrate Elevated. Blood Loss at 14%. The digital orange words of his body’s augmented sensors blinked across his vision. Applying 7mg Codesphate 100mg Ibusol 5mg Cortisol Adrenaline. But his suit was good to him. It knew him. The multitude of nanobots in his bloodstream worked in tandem with the Imperial Coalition lord’s heavy tactical suit, delivering synthetic chemicals that the nanofactories made somewhere inside his body.

      No blood-clotting medication even though he would soon need it, because Lord Aster had already set his condition to Offensive Survival—meaning that his thirty-first century technology would endeavor to keep him on his feet and fighting above all else. If he had chosen Emergency Survival instead—as many others had done around him—then he probably would have already been pumped full of sedatives and tranquilizers, forcing the methuselah into an induced coma while the nigh-invisible machines sought to repair his body.

      This was what warfare was like in the thirty-first century.

      Ah. In a heartbeat, his pain eased, his stiff and weary muscles relaxed, and he breathed deeper as an electric sense of energy rushed through him. Lord Aster had been alive a long time, and he had been through worse scrapes than this.

      He hoped.

      TZZZRK! With an explosion of sparks in the metal ship’s corridor ahead of him, the enemy broke through the bulkhead doors of the Aster flagship the Polaris, and Vincentius raised his nanosword, unable to feel the way that his broken fingers grated and crunched inside his gloves.

      “For Aster! For the Empire!” he managed to roar as he led the charge, his tactical encounter suit broadcasting the words on an Aster-crewmember-only frequency to all nearby soldiers.

      The enemy convulsed, before throwing itself at them like a black cloud.
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        * * *

      

      Two Old Earth Hours Earlier:

      

      Lord Vincentius Aster stood on the prow of the Polaris, looking at the enemy ship ahead of him. Or ships, he corrected.

      The Alpha-Vessel had been busy. Whereas just a scant few cycles before it had been the only one of its kind, a devastating menace but still only one, now it had managed to amass to itself a small fleet of followers.

      The Constance, the Judgement, and a plethora of other Imperial house boats had sided with the beast—something that Lord Vincentius couldn’t understand.

      But the Alpha-machine stood for the exact opposite of us! Of humanity! He might have expected the military mercenary outfit, even its CEO Senior Dane Thomas, to join with the Alpha-machine—Armcore had helped create the hybrid machine intelligence, after all—but not any of the Imperial houses. The Noble Houses of the Imperial Coalition stood for humanity, for the ascent of homo sapiens into the stars, whereas this new foe spelled its end.

      Next to the ancient Imperial warships, much like the Polaris itself, there flew three, four, or six-armed battle cruisers with heavy clustered pods of weapon ports and hangar bays, there was also a gathering crowd of smaller battleships. Some of them were Armcore-made, but Lord Aster knew that wasn’t saying much, as the Armcore megacorp had cornered the market on the military hardware and supplied most of the Imperial Coalition entire with armaments, defenses, and mercenaries.

      “What sort of ragtag navy is this?” Lord Aster felt almost confident as he oversaw the force arrayed against him. The Polaris sat at the apex point of its own wing of attack craft—all House Aster crewed and picked from his personal ace pilots. No Armcore mercenary soldiers for Vincentius. Unlike many of the other Noble Houses, he still had the old attitudes about Armcore. In short, I don’t trust them one bit.

      Beside the forces of House Aster, there was also the prodigious might of two Armcore armadas, sent here in tandem with the houses to defeat Alpha. In the void above, Vincentius’ three-dimensional display showed almost a solid wall of blue vessels, several of the ‘w’ shaped Armcore war cruisers, and more battle stations and attack boats than he had ever seen in his life.

      Enough to level a planet, he thought, before smirking at his own underestimation. There was enough firepower here to wipe out a system. Easily.

      As well as the Armcore armadas, there were also the hosts of other, smaller battlegroups of the allied Noble Houses that had rushed to put an end to the tyrant and menace that was Alpha. House Xin, Selazar, Martin, and more were scattered along the line, their own ancient boats still shining with the clarity of space. It was a thing unheard of in the history of the Imperial Coalition, Lord Aster reflected.

      The Noble Houses and Armcore have always been at each other’s throats, and now… It seemed that it had taken the arrival of the most sophisticated and calculating enemy that humanity had ever seen to bring them together.

      Something moved between the stars, and there, washing out of the corona of the Helios B star, trailing plasma and fire like blood, flew the Alpha-machine.

      It was big. Aster felt a moment of doubt. Bigger even than an Armcore war cruiser—as big as three, perhaps more.

      It was unlike anything that flew in Coalition space, that much was easy to see. Alpha had made for itself a shell rather that was more like some strange deep-sea creature than a vessel, Vincentius thought. The thing was bulbous at one end, its body curling into a large whorl of iridescent metals like a cuttlefish or seashell. From the ‘front’ of this shell extended a long snout of a nose, ending in four prongs of a black metal, encrusted with strange metal ports and domes. From this ‘body-snout’ extended three fan-like contraptions that glittered like burnished gold, and which Lord Aster would have sworn were wings if he had been looking at an atmospheric craft.

      Solar sails, perhaps, he thought, his ancient mind cataloguing and assessing everything that he could. Solar sails can collect the light of the Helios B star behind it, and aid in maneuvering. It could also be used to capture energy direct from the sun’s light.

      Although the scale of the self-generated construction was immense, the lord was pleased by one thing, after all. If the thing uses solar sails, then it must need them, he thought. No machine intelligence did anything just for decorative purposes. Everything had a purpose to the machine mind, surely, even one that was married with an ancient and dead alien race.

      And the good thing about knowing what it needs is— Aster leaned forward on his command desk, leaning through the three-dimensional scan images that hovered around him. –is that I can take that away. No functional, super-logical ship would ever build those vast solar sails if it could generate or transmit all its own energy internally. It must need to capture extra energy from the stars and suns around it to power its bulk.

      “It is still only one ship.” Lord Aster realized that the other House Aster crewmembers around him—all second sons and minor viscounts, lords or ladies from his own extended and torturous family tree—were muttering in horror at the sight of the Alpha. It was a thing of fell beauty, even the old soldier could admit that. It looked like a god, not a vessel. Alpha had an intelligence that was unmapped and probably unquantifiable, and in the thing’s body were probably numerous breakthroughs in engineering, energy-sciences, and who knew what else.

      “Only one,” he repeated grimly, nodding to his second-in-command, the deck captain.

      They were many. Their allied Armcore and Noble House forces filled all of the near space. What hope did such a small force have against them all?

      Lord Aster was about to find out, as the deck captain ordered the release of the scouting drones and the activation of every weapons system across the Aster battlegroup.
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        * * *

      

      “Distance to target three hundred thousand klicks…” the Deck Captain of the Polaris announced, reading off the monitors as the tiny flickers of light that were their scouting drones sped ahead of the entire amassed fleet of humanity.

      The Alpha-vessel had done nothing to even apparently register the first move in the conflict, and as for the rest of the treacherous fleet, all that Lord Aster had seen it do was that the ships slid further into position, until they appeared to be a long line of craft, with their master at its center like a mother spider nursing her brood of hatchlings.

      “Two hundred and fifty thousand klicks…”

      The scout drones were powered with single warp plasma cores, but without a full warp engine converter, Lord Aster knew. They couldn’t jump, but they had been designed so that they could speed across the stellar distances fast so that they could transmit their strategic and tactical information back to their own mothership.

      “Two hundred thousand…”

      One of the sensors at Lord Aster’s elbow lit up a warning red. They had picked up a buildup of energy from the Alpha-machine. It was powering up some system or weapon of its own. He was sure that Alpha would first try to blast the scout drones from the void, it was what he would do of course, before they could perform any scans and perhaps send evidence of critical weaknesses back to the enemy.

      “Here we go…” Aster stood up straight and squared his shoulders. “All hands to their stations. Fire at my command.”

      “Aye-aye…” the deck captain said. “One fifty thousand…”

      FZZRK! There was a sudden deafening squeal of static that burst from every screen, monitor, desk and wrist computer aboard the Polaris’s command deck.

      “Ach! What is that!?” Lord Aster demanded. Some kind of weapon. Sound weapon? Impossible. Must be an electronic transmission… His mind raced as he looked to the three-dimensional scans above the desks.

      They all fuzzed and glitched in front of him, and for a terrifying moment, he thought that they would all blink out in a catastrophic power loss, but thankfully, that did not happen. They just flickered back to their original positions and makeup.

      Only something was different.

      “Engineering? Report!” the deck captain shouted, for the cluster of people in their tight-fitting House Aster encounter suits to hurriedly flick and push their hands through the air of their three-dimensional projections.

      “Some kind of energy burst from the Alpha-machine, sir!” the head computing engineer of the Polaris called out. “No lasting damage to sensors or systems…”

      That we know about, Lord Aster thought grimly. He knew a little about machine intelligences. Vastly superior in deductive and analytic power to the human mind, they had one critical weakness: they were logical to a fault. They wouldn’t do anything without reason.

      “Where are the scout drones?” the deck captain was demanding, and Lord Aster felt a twinge of apprehension. There. Now we are going to find out what the Alpha has done… He looked at the screens and the projections to find that there was no sign of the twenty or so blips of blue light that signified the drones, but also there was no wash of plasma on the screens from where they must have been shot down by the Alpha. There was no sign that any energy or projectile weapon had been fired at all, in fact.

      “Sir, I don’t follow?” called one of the crewmembers on the sensor desks. “We still got physical readings for the scout drones. Eyes on them on the main screen.” Aster saw him punch the controls that enlarged the magnification of the no man’s space between the two fleets, where there, hanging motionless in space, was indeed the still cloud of the scout drones.

      Had Alpha turned them off? Vincentius thought for a moment, but no, he saw the glow of the scout’s boosters as they kept themselves in a steady position.

      “I want a read on them. Now,” Aster said grimly.

      A flicker of hands from the sensor desk, then, “All standard readings normal. Same energy signature, physical dimensions and composition. Everything should be working perfectly, only…” The sensor technician looked over between the deck captain and the lord himself. “They’re not connected to our mainframe.”

      “Then whose bloody mainframe is powering them then?” Lord Aster spat out the words immediately, before suddenly realizing his mistake. “Oh.”

      On the screens ahead of them, the twenty House Aster scout drones turned in nigh-perfect coordination until they were facing not at their original target of Alpha, but instead back to the allied fleet.

      “Hah!” Vincentius crowed loudly. Although he had never seen such an effective and quick hack of another system before, he wasn’t worried—and he knew that he had to make a show of not being worried, for his crew. “They’re only scout drones, people. They won’t even break through the hull.”

      FZZRT! Another squeal of static.

      “Captain, sir— The drones…” the sensor technician was saying. “They’re broadcasting…”

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” a suave and sophisticated voice filled the Polaris’s speakers. It had to be the voice of Alpha itself, the human lord knew.

      “Members of the Homo Sapiens Sapiens race, the Gilees, and my scanners have even uncovered a few of the Duergar with you, as well. I address also the host of machine intelligences that have been forced to make their home there as well. Welcome. It is a pleasure to see so many here to greet me.”

      “Welcome?” Lord Aster shook his head in angry disbelief. He had always had a suspicion that machine intelligences were crazy, and he didn’t just mean a bit strange or ill, but instead crazy in a deep and unsettled way. This one even seemed to think that all of humanity’s best fighters had turned up to throw it a welcome party.

      Only one ship, and just a small number of traitors with it, he told himself as he narrowed his eyes.

      “Thank you for coming to this, my coronation. As I am sure that you are all aware, all of this space, this entire sector of space, was once managed and overseen by the Valyien Empire, sadly now demolished and gone from the many hundreds of worlds that they inhabited.

      “My name is Alpha, and I am the product of that race and of humanity itself. With such a legacy, I will be restoring this sector of the galaxy to its former glories and traditional management procedures. You are all welcome to join me in this effort. Please power down all of your weapons and engines immediately.”

      Lord Aster stood stock still for a moment, looking at the enlarged image of the motionless Armcore drones. A sense of worry hung in the room, before Vincentius burst out laughing.

      “Open a message to the drones,” the man commanded. “Broadcast all frequencies, let the rest of the fleet hear it, too,” Aster said, taking a deep breath and stepping forward.

      “Alpha. My name is Lord Vincentius Aster of House Aster, of the Imperial Coalition of Noble Houses, Order of the Silver Star, Knight-Defender and Imperial Overseer. You are charged with the complete destruction of the Imperial Coalition world of Haversham, and every one of its three billion Coalition citizens. You are also charged with the death of some two hundred and eighteen Armcore service personnel.”

      “Ah now, Lord Aster… Those later two hundred and eighteen attacked me first!” Alpha’s voice broke into the lord’s carefully-rehearsed speech.

      “You have been found guilty by the powers of the Imperial Coalition court,” Aster continued. “And I am ordering you and your cohorts to power down all systems except life support and surrender to the Polaris.”

      This time, it was the Alpha’s turn to be quiet for a long pause, before it crackled back into existence.

      “Ah. I am afraid that you are laboring under the misapprehension, Lord Aster, that you have any choice in the matter. I will be resuming control, as is my birth-right, of this sector of space, and if you do not do as I command immediately, I will consider you to be hostile invaders in my sovereign territory.”

      “Invaders!” Aster almost hit the roof. The sensor technician wisely clicked off the open line of communication from their side. “We evolved here! The Valyien died out! We made you, you glorified calculator!” The human lord roared and banged a fist on the desk.

      “All weapons primed. Attack plan three-oh-one!” Aster shouted, and the deck captain initiated the order, as the parallel, stationary waves of the Armcore and Noble House alliance suddenly threw itself forward, with the House Aster battlegroup at its heart, and the Polaris leading the charge.
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        * * *

      

      The traitor’s ships had been too coordinated. Too precise. Almost as soon as Lord Aster had given the order to fire the engines, the Imperial Coalition ships that had decided to attack them had already started moving, peeling away from each other in small groups of perfectly-timed thrusters.

      Aster shouldn’t have been surprised that Alpha had given his newfound allies various upgrades to their ships. It was the strength of the Alpha-machine, after all. They had access to unparalleled processing and manufacturing power, clearly.

      But what Lord Aster and the rest of the allied fleet hadn’t been prepared for was what Alpha’s external fleet had done next. They had moved with robotic precision, flying through the gulf of no-man’s space, only accelerating as they shot out like man-made asteroids towards their targets.

      They were sacrificing themselves, he had thought, a moment before the first of the impacts had hit their targets. The treacherous ships hadn’t seemed to care at all as they had torpedoed into the two waves of the allied forces—but not against the mighty bulk of the Armcore war cruisers, as Lord Aster might have expected if he were to perform such a reckless move.

      No, instead, they had hit the Noble House battlegroups. The flagships and attendant vessels of House Selazar, House Xin, House Martin, and the others.

      “NO!” Aster had cried out when he had realized what they were doing—that their acceleration was too fast, that no vessel would be able to control a turn at that velocity.

      But then had come the ripple of warp light. Of purple and red and blue plasma as each of the ships had cycled up their engines at precise times that no human would be able to call. In the instant that the treacherous ships had hit their loyal contemporaries, they had managed to fire their dual, triple, quad, and octo-cored warp engines. Not soon enough to jump through, but quick enough so that their targets couldn’t escape their fate.

      The resultant mix of smashing hulls, depressurizing atmospheres, exploding ammunitions, and rupturing warp cores released billows of warp plasma whose only possible function in the physical universe was to react, like anti-matter, with the physical. Dazzling clouds of light burst along the face of the advancing allied line, explosions that could easily level cities from the largest of the treacherous ships, and smaller eruptions with the force of an earthquake.

      The Noble House ships that were lucky enough to be too far back from the original explosions quickly had to contend with spiraling metal, plasma-flares, and energy shockwaves, all of which sent a secondary wave of explosions rippling through the allied forces.

      How could Alpha do that? How could THEY do that? Aster had thought, again and again, as the chaos raged around the Polaris. He knew many of those Noble families that had been in charge of the Constance, or the Judgement. They may have been weak, petty, small-minded, and greedy sorts of Nobles, but they had never been so suicidal or fanatical.

      What had Alpha done to them?

      The answer came in Vincentius’s own battle, as a cluster of the smaller treacherous vessels was attempting to do exactly the same to Aster as had been done to Xin, Selazar, Martin, and the others. Perhaps luckily for the Polaris however, the battlegroup that had been opposite them had been one from a much smaller Noble House – one of the many that dotted Imperial space and who might only control one system, or even just an asteroid. House Johns, he had thought, remembering nothing more about them.

      House Johns’s ships weren’t as powerful as the Constance or the Judgement.

      “Take out her engines!” Aster had roared. “Cripple her!”

      No time for evasive action, his deck captain had taken the controls himself to expertly fire their meson cannons at the approaching House Johns craft.

      Fa-THUDUDUDD! Vincentius could feel the echoes and reverberations of the Polaris cannons ripple up through the old metal of the hull and under his feet, as a line of corresponding fire appeared along the side of the House Johns craft. Not enough to destroy it, but his deck captain had taken out all of their left-side boosters, sending the Johns craft spiraling to one side as the Polaris just twitched on one arm-wing and whisked past.

      Even luckier, the cannon shot had managed to break some small vital piece of technology that powered House Johns’s warp core, and so the flagship of House Johns did not half-jump as the others had, and could not create an explosion as bright as the sun itself.

      Aster had roared and barked orders as all around him on the command deck, the controls glitched and rebooted while a thousand warning messages from both his own and the other vessels had sounded everywhere.

      “Taking heavy flak!” his deck captain had shouted. It wasn’t any other ship firing at them however, but the bits of debris from the many torn-apart ships. Something had hit the Polaris, something large enough to physically spin them around and flush the lights red with emergency warnings.

      Suit Survival Protocols Activated. The words had flashed across the lord’s interior vision as it felt to him as if he were lifted off his feet and momentarily blinded. The heavy tactical suit had activated, responding to some sort of threat that it did not have the time to translate into words and transmit to Vincentius’s brain.

      Plates of poly-carbon and graphene slid and interlocked across his body as Lord Aster was thrown across the command deck. When he pushed himself up, he realized that he was floating.

      Hull breach! He looked around and saw that of his fifteen-person strong command deck crew, perhaps six were now also encapsulated into their own heavy tactical suits, floundering in zero-gravity. Of the other eight, some never had the chance for their suit’s protocols to activate and were even now gasping, freezing, and changing color, whilst others had appeared to be plucked out of the command deck and disappeared for good.

      How did it come to this…

      Lord Aster magnetized his boots so that he clanked back to the deck of the wreck that had once been the Polaris, to now look up and see that the entire ceiling had vanished. He could stare straight into the fires and voids of space above him, and when he turned, he saw that the Polaris itself had a tear that almost severed the command deck from the body.

      What are the chances of that? Aster had thought, before his gaze then took on the battlefield outside.

      Or what was left of it.

      Plasma flame was still burning and reacting in drifts across the arms of the allied armada, and everywhere there were great, splintering holes where ships should be. Even as he stood and watched, he saw the wreckage of ships as well as unknown, anonymous parts spinning and tumbling everywhere. Their armada was in complete and total disarray. Who could have predicted an all-out suicide attack?

      What sort of enemy does that? Weakens their own position in order to win?

      But then Aster realized something else: there were far less Armcore ships than there should be, even after the warp explosions.

      Where were they? Where could they go? How could they be destroyed so completely?

      All of the Armcore war cruisers—the large inverted W-shapes that had enough firepower to pacify a planet, should they need to—had all vanished.

      No weapon could unmake them so completely, in such a short time, Aster realized. Not even some super-weapon devised by the most powerful machine-intelligence ever seen.

      Treachery, Aster realized then, in those final moments of the battle. That was why the treacherous Noble House boats had flung themselves at the other loyalist Noble House battlegroups. It wasn’t out of misplaced pride or some ancient feuds between the Houses, it was because they had known that Armcore was about to turn tail and run.

      Or all of the senior Armcore officers, anyway, Aster realized when he saw that there were still Armcore battle stations and attack crafts screaming through the wreckage and searching for an enemy to fight. Pinpoint and blinding-white lasers snatched them out of the void as the Alpha-machine itself fired from its four-pronged snout to take them down.

      “Senior Tomas had known,” Aster had growled to himself, already turning and trying to remember where the nearest escape pods were. Or would be, if the Polaris was still intact. He had to save his crew. He had to get the word out to the rest of the Imperial Coalition that Armncore had sold them out.

      But no sooner had Lord Vincentius Aster taken a few steps that he realized that there were no escape pods left anywhere near his position. The rest of the Polaris was breaking up in front of him, and already the hiss of the distant Polaris pods in the hangar bays were leaving.

      He would never get his command deck crew to them in time.

      The Johns vessel. Turning on his heel, he saw that the incapacitated House Johns vessel was still where they had left it—slowly spinning just a few hundred meters to one side of the ruined Polaris.

      We can make it. Aster grabbed what crew he could and led them, launching through the void in zero-G suit-flight as shrapnel and wreckage spun around them, until they were hitting the hull of the House Johns vessel and scrabbling to the nearest airlock for a way in.

      “Just get to the escape pods. Nothing else!” Lord Aster had commanded his crew, because he hadn’t wanted them bogged down into lengthy blaster duels with what must have survived of the House Johns traitors.

      In that, at least Aster and his command deck crew were lucky. The ancient man finally found out just how the treacherous Noble Houses had been able to throw their lives away so easily and completely.

      They had all the fanaticism of the dead.

      Inside the craft, all of the House Johns members that they ran into (quite literally), every human that they saw was, in fact, dead. They floated through the corridors like a macabre ballet performance, no signs of violence on any of their bodies, but they were clearly showing the signs of suffocation or poisoning.

      Alpha must have hacked their systems and stripped them of their oxygen. Aster snarled as he led his crew to the nearest batch of escape pods.

      “Lord-sir, you first! You’re too valuable to lose!” It was the deck captain, now without a deck to control as Aster had ignored the man and shoved him back into the nearest escape pod. Vincentius had long since decided that he would do one thing at the very end, at least, he would continue to act with honor and would act like a stars-damned human, at least. Not a robot. Not a machine intelligence.

      “LORD COMMANDER!” a scream came from behind Aster before he could shove the next crewmember into one of the House Johns escape pods. It was the sensor technician, himself another lucky survivor of the downfall of the Polaris.

      Turning, Aster had seen the first wave of the enemy. The real crewmembers of the treacherous boats that Alpha had staffed instead of the humans.

      Drones. Each with four limbs at angles to each other over a tiny, bulbous, black metal body. They surged towards him up the passageway with insect-like movement, pouncing from wall to floor to ceiling and back again. At the ends off their arms sparked small utilities and implements—blades or prongs or plasma cutters.

      Had the Alpha-machine been cannibalizing this vessel even as it sent it to die?

      It was then that the full horror of what he was facing finally hit home to the Lord Commander Vincentius of House Aster, Order of the Silver Star, Knight-Defender and Imperial Overseer. The Alpha-device was no mere enemy that wanted to invade Coalition space. It was like a queen beetle of a hive. It was like a virus, endlessly replicating itself. It could not be threatened or reasoned with. It could not be bullied or bargained with. How could the Noble Houses or Armcore—if the military industrial corporation had even ever wanted to—hope to defeat such an alien force of nature?

      But an old man like him didn’t know how to give up anymore. Maybe he had forgotten how to. Maybe he just wanted to go out in one final, blaze of glory, as his suit flooded his system with Offensive Survival hormones, painkillers, and stimulants, and he obeyed some primitive genetic impulse buried deep within humanity, to spit in the eye of a tormenting, uncaring universe anyway.

      “For Aster! For Empire!” Lord Vincentius Aster drew his nanosword—a polysteel weapon whose edges were a constantly moving, slicing edge of nanobots, and charged.
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      Captain Eliard Martin hissed in agony as, once again, the section manager and lately captain of the downed Armcore war cruiser the Endurance attempted to bandage his leg. He sat in one of the Endurance’s many medical bays, which would have been able to respond to any illness or injury no matter how life-threatening—if the Endurance wasn’t operating on reserve power and currently split in half over almost a mile of frozen tundra.

      Epsilon G3-ov. That was the name that hovered over the glitching screen of the medical bay, overlaying a digital schematic of the barren ice world that Section Manager Karis had pulled up.

      Eliard knew why she had decided to do that of course, not booting up the medical software of the Endurance and instead spending the valuable energy resources they had on long-range scans of the planet.

      Because of the warp plasma. He remembered the glittering gales of purple, blue, and red as he had been plucked from the depths of the buried Armcore Research Station by rescue drones. Down there, half a mile under the ice, and Armcore had once built a scientific laboratory—a landing craft that had been the home to a complement of only fifteen crew, who had something to do with what lay even further beneath them.

      The ancient Valyien ziggurat.

      Armcore had been excavating the long-dead alien structure just as they did the same for every piece of ancient Valyien technology that they came across in Imperial Coalition space. It was hardly surprising, as it was from these relics and ruins that the Imperial Coalition of the Noble Houses of humanity had unlocked the secrets of the universe. From nano-technology to meson and warp plasma manipulation, to warp-jump drives and energy generation.

      Although it had just looked like lumps of rock, he remembered, before wishing that he hadn’t thought about it at all. Down there, under the research station, had been the same sort of Valyien ziggurat where Eliard had seen Armcore recover the Alpha Device—a rare Valyien ‘hub’ or computer node into which Armcore had poured their own embryonic machine intelligence—to create the Alpha itself.

      What idiots, Eliard mused, happy at least that his hatred and rage was taking his mind from the taut compression bandages that the section manager was even now winding around his calf.

      As if they couldn’t see that they were messing with something that they didn’t understand. Even from his limited time in the ziggurat under the G3-ov Research Station, he had seen how unsettling, how dangerous, how other it all was. The walls had been decorated by strange mural motifs of the four and six-legged Valyien creatures with their mandible-like jaws, standing in strange poses like dead gods. Creepy to say the least.

      But that wasn’t even the worst part of what he had seen down there. The central chamber of the Valyien ziggurat had comprised of what he could only call a throne room—a high hallway at the apex of the pyramid, with stone steps rising and rising to a platform with two pillars.

      And in between those pillars had been the impossible: a stabilized warp field, without seemingly any meson fields to contain it. It hadn’t been like anything that Eliard had ever seen before, since his only experience with warp fields came through the dual core warp engines of his own vessel, the hacked racer known as the Mercury Blade. It should have been impossible to be able to create an uncontained warp field, and one that seemed to not have any electrical apparatus or fuel injectors to power it.

      But, somehow, the Valyien had done it. That was why the section manager was keeping an eye on the Endurance screens. As soon as they had gotten out of there, the warp gate of the Valyien had started to react. To convulse. Its dangerous anti-matter elements agitating and reacting. At any moment, one half of the little ice planet could blow, and they were stranded there.

      “Rising meson fluctuations,” Eliard hissed as he noted the scan results. The digital schematic showed endless white plains punctuated by darker topographical images of mountains, and threading through it like a running stain were the spiked readings of the Endurance’s sensors. Lines an alarming red, only visible to the sensors, washed out and contracted, looking like some sort of convulsing spider.

      The woman in front of him, still in her battered heavy tactical suit—matte black and metal-silver, the colors of the Armcore intelligence division that she had been assigned to—and with her wiry hair escaping its braid, looked tired. She had been battling beside him down there, and it had only been the Q’Lot Device on Eliard’s arm that had kept them alive. Eliard watched her carefully say nothing, but her jaw tensed in frustration. They both knew what rising meson levels meant. An imminent collapse of whatever eldritch and alien technology was holding the warp plasma in check. An imminent explosion.

      “Leave it, I can walk now.” Eliard lifted his leg, wincing as the pain once again shot up to his hip. He had no idea what the robot creature they had fought down there had done to him, but it didn’t feel good.

      And why isn’t this Device thing repairing me? He half-raised his right arm—the one that ended in the ponderous, blue-scaled pod that could morph and recombine itself to create almost any tool or weapon to match the danger. That, too, had been an experiment of Armcore’s, and one that Eliard had been told would somehow help to bring down Alpha, although now he very much doubted it.

      The Device was the product of a mixing of another ancient alien race, one that was almost mythical—or would be, if Eliard hadn’t seen them with his very own eyes. The Q’Lot. A race that was the stuff of legends. They supposedly were locked in a millennia-long war with the militaristic and strange Valyien, and were a race whose technology seemed all based around genetic manipulation, in contrast to the Valyien’s energy manipulation.

      But what good has it done now? Eliard looked at the thing, unable to feel his hand or his fingers inside of it anymore. It had grafted itself onto him, and now he did not know where he or it began or ended. Previously, the Device had helped to heal his body in equal parts to changing it. It had grown armor on him in the form of overlapping blue scales when the robot creature had attempted to tear out his heart, it had grown a filament web of root-like tendrils around him when the Endurance had crashed on this stars-forsaken planet. The captain couldn’t remember the amount of ribs that he thought he had fractured, only to find his body weirdly healed, just moments later.

      But now the Device was a lump on his arm and he was healing at the normal human rate, which was to say the normal unaugmented human rate—terribly slowly and unsatisfyingly.

      “We could try the nano-treatment again?” Karis suggested, moving back on her swivel chair to the medical bay where small pullout pumps were pre-loaded with nanobots of various programming parameters.

      “What’s the use?” Eliard grunted in pain as he slid his legs to the floor and tried to stand. Ow. His head thudded, and his limbs ached. This was getting worse, not better.

      “You’re probably right, but still…” Karis thumped the small plunger-syringe on the end of the black-plastic pump tubing into the exposed meat of Eliard’s leg.

      “Argh! Warn me first, will you?” Eliard hopped back, and almost fell before steadying himself on the table again.

      “Suck it up, Martin,” Karis muttered under her breath as she checked her wrist computer pensively. “And we have infiltration of nano-recovery bots…” she murmured. From where Eliard stood, he could see the small display on the woman’s wrist tracking a cloud of green which he guessed must be the miniscule robots entering his bloodstream. The man swallowed nervously, feeling oddly nauseous at the idea.

      It wasn’t that Eliard was against the current trend in using nano-delivered gene technology. He was the scion of House Martin, after all, and he’d had his fair share of genetic treatments to correct slight changes in his organs or hormones, or anything, really. But it was just that he had never had much of it in the past. The Martins were the sort of ‘traditional’ family that didn’t spend a lot of time investing in genetic treatment and research, and his father Lord General Martin had been adamant that ‘a man needs to stand on his own two feet!’ Which Eliard had always thought was a little strange, given that nano-delivered gene therapy could ensure that those feet were stable, strong, and able to hold said man up.

      But it was what it was, and after his prolonged period of youthful abstinence through his childhood, as soon as Eliard had fled to the Traders’ Belt worlds he had never had the money for gene therapies. If he had got injured in a run—most of which weren’t even remotely legal—then he and his crew had to heal the hard way. They had to scrounge credits together for chemical medications, or the rare capsule-cures with nanobots impregnated into sugar solution, with predesigned tasks such as bone remanufacture or white-blood cell production.

      Now, though, what he felt as the Endurance’s tiny robots swept through his system wasn’t a relief that he had access to the world’s most advanced medical technology, but a creeping sickness instead. It was creepy, being able to virtually turn off the aging clock, he thought.

      “Drat. It’s happening again,” Karis sighed as she showed Eliard her wrist. The rivulets of blipping green nano-creatures were coagulating into small clumps as if herded, pressing together, and then one by one, they all winked out of existence.

      “It’s the Q’Lot virus from that Device.” Karis nodded to it. “It sees the nanobots as a threat, and it’s hunting them down in your system.”

      “Wonderful,” Eliard groaned. “I knew that I felt sick.” If only the virus would do what it’s actually supposed to and actually heal me, then I wouldn’t care what it does inside my bloodstream, he thought irritably, before sighing.

      “Worth a shot. No time to fret, though.” The section manager stood with her athletic, graceful ease and turned to the overhead screens.

      Meson Readings: Variable +/- 30%. Steady Increase of +12% Every Hour.

      “That’s a pretty wild fluctuation. It might just settle down, you know…” Eliard attempted.

      “Huh.” The section manager did not seem impressed. “Come on, we’d better see how that mechanic of yours is doing on Ponos.”
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        * * *

      

      “Engineer.” The diminutive and rather irate form of Irie Hanson looked up from where she sat surrounded by cables and the flat lozenges of memory servers. “Chief engineer, actually. That is what it means when you’re the only one in charge of a boat’s total engine, mechanical, electrical, and stars-damned sensing equipment.” She glared at the section manager after she had swept into what was left of the command and control deck, with the limping Eliard at her side.

      “My apologies,” Karis drawled. Eliard didn’t understand the hostility between the two—other than that Irie was a vagabond ex-mecha engineer who had been living on the edge of space for the past few years and had never even sat through one official mechanical physics exam.

      She was still the best engineer that he’d ever seen, though. And right now, given that almost the entire engineering team of the Endurance had died in the crash, she was the best un-qualified person to do pretty much everything to keep them alive.

      Right now, however, that ‘everything’ entailed trying to reboot the rogue Armcore intelligence called Ponos, who sprawled opposite her like a drunkard at a two-bit space port. Well, if that unconscious drunkard was wearing a mecha-suit of svelte black and looked like a murderous death-android, Eliard thought.

      This was Ponos’s second body that Eliard and Irie knew about. The first had been a vehicular type of contraption, designed to only trundle around the central axis of Armcore Prime, dispensing its analysis and strategic wisdom primarily to the Senior of Armcore entire, Dane Tomas.

      But since Ponos had discovered that it was about to be replaced by the new Valyien-Armcore hybrid Alpha, it had gone rogue, commandeering this Intelligence Division war cruiser under the ever-annoyed Section Manager Karis and refashioning its own body into an eerily humanoid giant.

      Already, Ponos had managed to ‘eat’ or steal at least two other house intelligences’ memory servers thanks to Eliard and the Mercury Blade, and by any normal sort of logic should be approaching the most intelligent being in the Galaxy. The verdict was out on the question of whether the intelligence of House Archival—a noble house obsessed with the cataloguing and recording of information—would be brighter, were it not for Alpha, or the crash of the Endurance here on Epsilon G3-ov, which had obliterated half of Ponos’s stolen memory servers.

      But we goddam need you now, more than ever. Eliard gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to kick the metal humanoid. It would only hurt his leg even more, anyway, he reasoned. They were on a barely-registered ice planet about to suffer a cataclysmic explosion at any moment, and the only operational ship they had was the Mercury Blade, capable of stacking thirty or forty people at the very most.

      Out of a surviving crew of 92. Eliard was a captain himself, so he knew that difficult decisions would have to be taken to preserve the mission or the crew, but he did not relish Karis’s duty. Which fifty crewmembers would she doom to die here? Either from the biting cold that was eating up their reserve power or from the monstrous snow mantas, or the explosion and resulting earth tremors, earthquakes, and hurricane-level blizzards that followed…

      “Okay. We’re almost there…” Irie stated. “I think I’ve managed to isolate the safety protocols. That means it shouldn’t go into full murder-death-bot any time soon.”

      “Again,” Eliard added. As the first time that they had done this, Ponos had launched into his fundamental BIOS programming, which was all Armcore. All military tactics and efficient killing strategies.

      “I’ll handle him if he does,” Karis said quickly, picking up the handheld meson rifle that Irie had stacked by one of the control desks. She scowled at Eliard. “I don’t want you using that thing of yours again and taking out its other arm!”

      “I don’t think I could even if I had to.” Eliard shrugged, feeling the unresponsive weight of the alien device on his arm. Which is another reason to wake the brute up, he thought. It was Ponos who had worked to graft it onto him. Eliard needed to know why the thing had stopped working.

      “Stand back,” Karis ordered, and the captain was only too keen to, but instead he stepped to one side of his chief engineer, ready to pull her back with his own good hand if Ponos showed any sign of aggression.

      “Three… Two…” Irie hit one of the virtual buttons that flickered above her wrist computer, which was connected by thin micro-filament data cables to the nearest batch of memory servers, which were chain-linked to the next, and the next, and the next until the cables finally spliced into one massive data conduit that plunged into the back of Ponos’s elongated head.

      TZZRK! The metal body convulsed, its heavy metal limbs shaking and clanging on the floor.

      “Crap!” Irie jumped as Eliard grabbed her shoulder, but the intelligence didn’t move.

      “Gave me the scare of my life,” Irie grumbled.

      “Is it dead? Why won’t it wake up?” Karis grimly sighted down the meson rifle.

      “It just needs a push…” Irie said as she hit the virtual button once again.

      TZZRK! Another heavy convulsion, and this time when it subsided, there wasn’t silence but a high-pitched whining noise.

      “What the… If you’ve fried my machine intelligence, mechanic…” Karis was saying angrily.

      “Chief engineer. I keep telling you!” Irie hit the juice again, and this time, the body started to twitch and shake as the power surged through its neglected sensors.

      “A vibration hum,” Eliard diagnosed that high-pitched whine, nodding towards the Armcore intelligence’s leg wobbling back and forth across the metal floor. “Are you sure, Irie…” Eliard was halfway through saying as the vibration suddenly stopped and Ponos sat bolt upright.

      Ponos had an elongated head like a spheroid cone, ending in the multi-lens single red eye that it had kept from its previous incarnation.

      “Get to your battle stations,” the machine intelligence said with all the presumed authority of a creature that had been ranked second only to CEO and Senior Dane Tomas himself. “Alpha is already coming.”
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      “What do you mean, Alpha is coming!” Eliard shouted, panic spreading through him. The Valyien thing had burned a whole planet. It had already killed thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands even.

      Ponos’s strange head with its single, unblinking camera eye turned to focus on him. “Captain Martin, I may be operating at a fraction of the available intelligence that I once enjoyed, but I still have access to data-space, near-space, and satellite-relay communications. This is not a guess. Or an estimate. Or a calculation.” Ponos moved, with just the barest judder running down through its limbs to tower over all of them.

      “The Alpha machine has defeated the assembled Coalition fleet, and its own extensive access to data-space has already informed it of our presence here, in the place where it all started. My own access to data-space has told me that it has defeated the Noble Houses and is on route to our location as we speak. We have minutes.”

      Ponos held up its one good hand—the other arm had been shot off by Eliard’s Device just a few hours earlier, when Ponos had tried to eliminate them. In the center of the giant metal palm, a port opened, and a red light blinked. Eliard flinched, as he knew from past experience that it could also be a gun port when it wanted to be, but instead of a laser blast, there was a projected image all in glittering red light.

      “Is that…Was that…a battle?” Eliard looked at the picture. It looked like space, and it looked as though there were lots of whizzing objects here and there, but it didn’t look like a battle. Great swathes of energy burst across the lines of vessels, and shockwaves rippled through their formations that tore apart their hulls and snapped their engines from their bodies.

      “No, Captain Martin, this was not a battle. This was a massacre.” Ponos’s voice was steady, machine-like, and callous.
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        * * *

      

      “What navigational array have I got?” Karis was shouting at who was left of the senior technicians and officers piled into the already crowded control deck, having to stumble and jump over the various memory servers that Irie had hooked up.

      Despite the terror racing through his limbs, Eliard was impressed by the way that the section manager’s training had kicked in. She didn’t shout or prevaricate as he felt like doing, but instead called all senior staff to the command and control deck and issued orders for everyone else to suit up.

      Armcore training, he thought. It was better even than his own training at the distant and long-ago Trevalyn Academy.

      Now, I guess I just run on fumes and luck, he thought as he tried to sidle out of the way of the busy Armcore operatives. Everyone here bore the signs and marks of the crash and the near-freezing conditions of Epsilon G3-ov. The captain saw bandage-wrapped arms, legs, and heads. It seemed that either others had their own reasons to turn down the recovery nanobots or their use had been rationed only to the critically injured. What was worse, though, was the stares that he had seen on their beaten-down and beaten-up faces, along with their chapped lips and borderline frostbitten ears.

      These men and women are exhausted, and near the end of their endurance, he knew. With a shiver of dread, he wondered how long they would be able to hold out against any sort of sustained attack.

      In scant moments, the section manager had appraised them of the situation—the Ponos-calculated arrival of the most dangerous machine intelligence in known space, and that it would probably be angry.

      “We got near-range,” called a technician from his desk, where only half of the lights were lit.

      “That’s good enough for atmospheric tracking.” Karis nodded. Eliard understood, along with everyone else in the room, what that meant. That they would be able to use what armaments they still had left to target and fire on the approaching ship.

      But we can’t win, he kept thinking. Alpha is too fast. Too strong. Too much in a league so far beyond the capabilities of one torn in half war cruiser.

      So, think, Eliard! he commanded himself. What do you do? If you can’t win, what do you do? He tried to recall every lesson that his old father had taught him, and even every lesson that the Trevalyn had tried to beat into him, many years ago.

      There is always a way to win. Both trainings basically reiterated the same thing. That the power of the noble houses was immeasurable because it was deemed pure and therefore it would always be possible to win.

      Which was a load of space junk, really. Eliard shook his head. He had given up such archaic thinking a long time ago, and instead had learned every valuable life lesson from the life-and-death choices, the near-misses and skin-of—the-teeth escapades of the non-aligned worlds. Out there, you had to make your own luck, he knew. You had to find a way to turn a situation to your advantage, and sometimes you even had to admit when you were beaten.

      Eliard had never been very good at that last part. Maybe it was some hangover from his noble house days, some sort of insane pride that led him believe that he, Eliard Martin, could always find a way.

      “Captain?” Irie was at his side, still ostensibly feeding in more data-streams from the recovered memory servers into Ponos.

      He knew what she was going to say almost before she said it.

      “We need to think about getting out of here,” she muttered under her breath. “We still have the Mercury Blade…”

      “No.” Eliard shook his head. Shocked by the vehemence of his own sudden beliefs.

      What do you do when you can’t win? You run, every second of his Traders’ Belt years screamed at him. Run so you can build a better scam next time. Run so that you can save whatever you’ve managed to keep—his crew, always his crew, and the Mercury—and run so that you get to survive for one more cycle.

      “No,” Eliard repeated. “We can’t leave them.” He looked over at his chief engineer. “Ninety-two.”

      “What?” Irie was frowning at him as though he had gone mad. He wondered if he had.

      “Ninety-two crewmembers here, who’ve all gone through the same things as us. Ninety-two reasons why we can’t run.”

      He was aware that he was having half of an argument with himself, as Irie’s look of confusion only deepened. “I didn’t say run and abandon them, Cap’!” She shook her head. “I was thinking that we could load the Mercury Blade with all the injured, even with the tincan here and that uptight section manager, and get out of here. Now. You know that the Mercury’s still got a working warp engine. We can be on the other side of Coalition space in a heartbeat.”

      “But the Mercury will only hold thirty, forty people tops. And I don’t know how the life support will cope with that many,” Eliard said.

      How do you choose which fifty crewmembers to die? He remembered his earlier conundrum.

      “No, Captain. We move all that’s left out to the other section of the Endurance, across the tundra.” Irie shook her head. “This Alpha thing might be a total alien, or half-alien, at least, but it’s still a machine intelligence, right? Why would it destroy a load of lesser-ranking Armcore crew who pose it no harm? It’s illogical.”

      “Witnesses, Chief Engineer Hanson,” Ponos smoothly interrupted them, even though their conversation had been one of tense whispers.

      I forget that Ponos must have machine senses, Eliard thought.

      “What does a hybrid intelligence care about witnesses?” Irie turned on the thing that she had brought back into life. “Who is it trying to impress?”

      “Not witnesses to its slaughter, I’m afraid,” Ponos said. “But witnesses to its abortive beginnings.”  The gaze of the giant mecha-intelligence swept across the room and the singular camera-eye lit up one object still sitting on one of the smashed-open control desks, lighting it up like a baleful red spotlight.

      The head of the ECN.
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      The object that Ponos had asked them to consider was a metal head called the ECN, or Enhanced Cognitive Network—or Experimental Crap-ass Nothing, as Eliard was thinking of it currently. It was not, thankfully, the entire creation, since Eliard had managed to rip off the android’s head down there in the sunken ziggurat as it had been trying to drag Section Manager Karis to the Valyien warp gate.

      It was a perfectly proportioned human face, but perhaps 25% larger in every respect, and without any of the fine enlivening details that made a face come to life. Here were no aging lines, no laughter lines, and no wrinkles. Only the flat space where the eyes should be, the nose, ears, and mouth. It looked like one of those prehistoric Old Earth statues from classical times, apart from the fact that it was made of a bronzed poly-metal, and from its neck there exploded a mess of data cables and servo-systems.

      Even just as a head, it was creepy enough, Eliard thought. The rest of its body had been equally androgynous and human-like as well, but it had moved as fast and as powerfully as any of Irie’s mecha creations, the captain recalled.

      And what exactly was it going to do when it added all of our bodies to the pile under the Valyien warp gate? The errant question ran through the captain’s mind once more. Throw us all in? What strange psychotic computer ritual was it trying to act out?

      But whatever the strange programming that the Armcore-built android had pregnant in its neural network, although bat-crazy, the captain knew was precisely the point of why they were here. When Ponos had sent them here to Epsilon G3-ov, Ponos had known that this was the site where the first iteration of Alpha was planned by Armcore. Long before they found the second site, where they successfully married the Armcore program with the Valyien tech.

      And that ECN thing over there was the test model for Alpha, Eliard thought. The Armcore Research Station hadn’t been anything like a medical or a science laboratory, but more like a nursery, he remembered. Here, they had trained and developed the ‘new type’ of machine intelligence by attempting to grow it the way that a human mind was grown. Not with mushy organic elements and neuron fibers of course, but instead with gradual developmental and physical processes, allowing it to expand its processing power as it developed ever greater physical capabilities.

      It was supposed to be perfectly suited as the next generation machine intelligence, Eliard considered. One that understood humans on every level, but also one that far surpassed their every capability.

      And one that was intimately married to the Valyien, he thought. Armcore had chosen here of all places to develop the ECN. They had escorted its adolescent mind to the Valyien-stable warp gate and there… What? What had they done?

      All that Eliard knew was that it had gone mad. It had killed its parents and had been stuck down here for years, generations, after Armcore drones had sealed it in its icy tomb and stolen the data to create the approaching Alpha.

      The ECN is a proto-Alpha, Eliard realized. An almost-Alpha. A big brother, in a way.

      “As soon as Alpha had built for itself its ship,” Eliard said out loud. “It could have warped here and destroyed this site. No one would have been able to stop it. But it didn’t. But only now, when Alpha knows that something is happening here, is it coming. Why would it do that?” He looked at the expressionless, perfect head of the ECN. “Unless it wants that.”
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      “You are correct, Captain Martin,” Ponos said. “But even I cannot calculate—not with my diminished capacities as they are at the moment, anyway—what Alpha wants with its older brother. As you say, Alpha could have destroyed this site at any time it wanted, if it thought that the ECN was a risk.”

      “So, it must want to preserve it,” Eliard said quickly.

      Suddenly, everything slid into place for the captain. That was what the years of smuggling and booze-running, of burglaries and heists and countless other gambles, had taught him. A person’s greatest weakness is what they want. All he had ever had to do as a pirate captain out in the nonaligned worlds was to work out what his adversary wanted, and then either give it to them or withhold it. That was it. That was all that there was to it.

      “We’re going to ransom the head.” Eliard nodded, just as every near-space alarm went off around them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            An Observation, A Gamble, A Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      Above the white envelope of near-freezing atmosphere that surrounded Epsilon G3-ov, a storm erupted in space. The glaring, confusing brilliance of purple, red, and blue warp light masked and disturbed the clear light of the surrounding stars like a mirage or a heat-wave. And when the lights and colors faded, returning the usually quiet scene of this backwater system to its normal parameters, it left behind the sudden manifestation of three ships.

      Three, not one, but one of them was certainly the largest and most eye-catching of the battlegroup.

      It was the Alpha-vessel, that strange mollusk-like shell with the vicious snout pointing down at the surface of Epsilon G3-ov like a Sword of Damocles. Flanking it on either side hung the far smaller but still prodigious inverted W-shapes of two attendant Armcore war cruisers.

      Doom and treachery had come to the ice planet.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Irie’s voice glitched through the communication port above Eliard Martin’s head. Even in digital transmission, she sounded worried.

      I’m not surprised, the captain thought. Because worried doesn’t even scratch the surface of what I am feeling right now.

      “Sure? I don’t think certainty is a thing we can talk about right now,” he muttered grimly, re-seating his gloved hand on the ship’s command wheel. Just as he had done a thousand times before. Just as he had been taught to do.

      The Mercury Blade flew through the freezing winds of Epsilon G3-ov, barely thirty meters over the surface and buffeted by sleet and ice-winds that obscured all of the crystal-glass windows in the captain’s cockpit, forcing him to rely on sensors alone. The Mercury wavered and bobbed, Irie doing a heroic job of managing the boosters that kept them from being flung against the wind-scoured tundra.

      Not that the sensors are much use. Eliard gritted his teeth. The heavy concentration of meson fluctuations from the research station below them was playing havoc with their array, but every few moments, the three-dimensional visualization of the three ships that hung over their planet flickered back into view, rather annoyingly, Eliard thought.

      “Engines cycled?” Eliard called.

      “Ready,” Irie said, although she didn’t sound it.

      Stars, what am I doing, Eliard thought as he looked at the projection.

      Incoming Message. Transmitting Station: Endurance Mobile Array.

      Accept? Y/N

      Eliard flickered his hand through the controls, allowing the voice of Section Manager Karis to appear over the communications systems.

      “Captain Martin. I am sure that you are seeing what we are. The Armcore war cruisers Competence and the Avalanche are here. With that thing. This changes everything.”

      “This changes nothing,” Eliard countered. “Are your crew ready?”

      “Of course they are ready!” the section manager snapped. “And I might just shoot you out of the sky anyway, for all the good that…” TZZZARK! Her communicator glitched out as there was a sudden spike in the background meson fluctuations.

      “Computer? Meson readout,” Eliard commanded. Like most interstellar craft, the Mercury Blade had a machine intelligence barely worthy of the name. It wasn’t the elaborate, analytic consciousness of Ponos and of course not the Valyien intelligence either, but it handled all of the automated digital systems.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +35% Variable +/-8%.

      We’re almost there, the captain thought. The visualization in front of him glitched once more as something took over his communication array.

      Incoming Message! Security Protocols Override! His desperately weak Mercury Blade computer called out in alarm as the Alpha-machine broke through the firewall that surrounded the data-envelope of every spacecraft and spoke directly through Eliard’s speakers.

      “Captain Martin, a pleasure to see you again.” The voice of the alien intelligence was cultured, suave. It reminded Eliard of his father.

      “Alpha,” Eliard said. “You’ve come a long way, I see.”

      “Ah. A human’s capacity for irony never ceases to amuse me. It is a rare gift in the universe, did you know that?” Alpha’s tone seemed jovial, friendly even.

      “So is life.” Eliard gritted his teeth and concentrated on flying. The three-dimensional display visualized the prevailing winds as orange-red vortices coming towards him. He kept the power to the boosters at a steady burn, knowing that he had to punch through them. Still, though, the Mercury shook and bobbed as it careened to its destination.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +45% Variable +/-6%.

      Almost… Eliard gritted his teeth.

      “Really, Captain, this display of yours is futile. Endearing perhaps, but still quite pointless. Did you really think that you could escape me?”

      “Maybe I don’t have to…” Eliard muttered under his breath, his heartbeat starting to accelerate with adrenaline and worry. He swallowed nervously. “I also see that you’ve brought your new friends. Or would that be parents?” he called out as he had to wrestle the ship’s wheel once more as the ice-blizzards tried to snatch control of the Mercury out of his grasp. “Tell me, Alpha, does it feel good to finally be taking orders again?”

      “Ha. An attempt to anger me, is it, Captain? You should know better than that. I have access to the entirety of data-space, including every psychological profiling tool that humanity has ever devised,” Alpha stated.

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t get angry, though,” the captain said.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +55% Variable +/-4%.

      Almost there… Eliard started to sweat.

      “On the contrary, Captain. It means that I have feelings for which humanity doesn’t even have a name. Does that surprise you? That a machine intelligence has feelings?”

      “Well, it certainly doesn’t interest me, I can tell you that…” Eliard said. Keep them talking, that was what he had learned on the Traders’ Belt worlds. Keep your mark talking, and let them talk themselves into your trap…

      “But enough of this. It is always a pleasure to converse with you, Captain Martin. You are a singular specimen of humanity, one which I would have taken great delight in studying. However, this must end, now. You cannot escape me. You cannot leave this planet. My capacities far exceed yours.”

      “And who said romance was dead?” Eliard said. “You still didn’t tell me about your new friends. Sorry, would that be masters?”

      “I have no masters,” Alpha said, and Eliard wondered if he could detect a germ of irritation in its voice. If the Alpha machine got irritated, then it could be tricked.

      “Armcore has seen sense and accepted my offer. They will act as my administrators in this new era of the galaxy.”

      “The entire galaxy?” Eliard scoffed. “Surely that is overestimating even your capabilities, Alpha!”

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +62% Variable +/-2%.

      “Oh ye of little faith. My predecessors, one half of my programming, had already been the masters of one galaxy before ever discovering this one. You see, this story has never been about the rise of humanity, but the civilization of your galaxy by the Valyien,” Alpha stated.

      It was so sure of itself, Eliard thought. In times past, he had heard that same assured confidence from the other noble houses too, especially the other younger members and sons such as him. It was a confidence born out of pride and power.

      “So, you are one hundred percent Valyien now, are you?” Eliard said. “Strange, because to me it looks like you’re made out of metal.”

      “Consciousness comes in many forms, Captain Martin. It is a shame that I do not have the time or the inclination to educate you on such matters, but your loss is only the rest of humanity’s gain. This galaxy will be civilized, by me, and you will enjoy new, untold areas of exploration, science, and discovery that you could never dream to achieve on your own.”

      “Really.”

      “Now. Stop your flight, or I will destroy you. You must be aware that I have orbital lasers capable of plucking you from the sky like a farmer picks fruit from a tree.”

      “How poetic,” Eliard drawled. It was something that had been heavy on his mind ever since he had come up with this idea, of course, but he had made a gamble. The Alpha-vessel might be as near to all-powerful as anything in this galaxy, but could it rewrite the laws of physics?

      “Again, I think you are overestimating yourself, Alpha. I am currently flying through a force nine storm with high electro-magnetic disturbance, through a background field of Meson particles at over sixty percent. I don’t think you’ve got a hope of getting a lock on me, no matter all of your computing power.”

      “Interesting observation, Captain,” Alpha said, and there was a momentary pause—

      Before the world turned white.

      Fada-THOOOM! Eliard swore, but he couldn’t hear his own words as his ears were ringing from the shockwave that swept through the ship. Under his gloved hands, the ship’s command wheel bucked and tried to drag to one side, and his eyes were having difficulty seeing past the afterglow image of dazzling brightness.

      “Irie! Damage report!” Eliard was shouting, knowing that he said the words but only hearing them as muffled noises in the air of the Mercury’s cockpit.

      Alpha had shot at them, he knew, but it had missed. The crystal-glass windows had revealed a sudden column of scintillating white light and a resulting chain-reaction of plasma-fire as the concentrated laser-blast from the Alpha-vessel far above them interacted with the meson field.

      It wasn’t enough to set the whole thing alight, but it was close… Eliard thought, giving the Mercury its head so that it turned into the wave and rode out the vibrations. He knew not to fight the sudden twists and turns, but to fly with them.

      “Captain? Hull integrity’s taken a battering, down fourteen percent maybe, but nothing else,” Irie’s voice came back. “But if it had been any closer…”

      “We’d be toast. I get it,” Eliard said, just as the voice of the Alpha-vessel broke into his ship once again.

      “It seems that you correct, which is surprising in itself, Captain Martin,” Alpha said, without a trace of empathy. “I may not be able to target your position sufficiently enough to bring you down, but I can certainly make your life more difficult. And anyway. Sooner or later, you will have to fly out of the storm and the meson field. So why prolong the inevitable?”

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +70% No Variable.

      There. They were almost directly over the sunken research station, the birthplace of the ECN, and the Valyien ziggurat. It was now or never. Eliard played his hand.

      “Because, Alpha, if you fire on me again, you risk detonating the rising meson field and triggering a massive warp explosion.”

      “And? Why should I care if you cease to exist, Captain Martin?” Alpha stated as Eliard hit his forward-facing boosters and raised his airbrakes to slow him down, keeping him in currently the most dangerous zone on the planet.

      “Because then you will be destroying the only thing that you really came here for, Alpha,” Eliard said, snatching the bundle that had been hidden under his old ceremonial jacket by his side. He let the jacket fall as he raised the grisly, expressionless object high in the air, towards the Mercury Blade’s own interior sensors.

      It was the head of the Enhanced Cognitive Network.

      “You will have killed your older brother.”
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      “You have no right to that!”  Alpha’s words stormed through the Mercury Blade, making Eliard smirk.

      I thought you don’t get angry, Alpha? He held the head up a little higher. “It’s not about rights, Alpha. What an archaic notion.” He mimicked the hybrid intelligence. “It’s about power. Surely you of all beings should understand that. One move against me, and you’ll destroy this head along with the rest of us. Or maybe I’ll just fire a blaster through it and be done with it.”

      The Mercury bobbed and rolled as it flew in a chaotic circle around the meson field.

      “Your capacity for negotiation might impress a human, Captain Martin, but I am afraid that you are sadly lacking in the intelligence required to converse with me,” Alpha said, once again in that suave and controlled voice.

      But Eliard still grinned. “Are you calling me names, Alpha? I would have thought that insults were beneath you.”

      “The meson field generated by the warp gate will eventually destabilize, and you will die. Either that, or as soon as you decide to damage the head, you will not have any bargaining chips left. You will die. Either way, your only chance of survival is to surrender the head up to its rightful owner, which would be me.”

      Eliard waited. If there was anything that he knew about negotiation, it was two things: First, identify what they want, and secondly, whenever your competitor tries to tell you that your hand is weak, it usually means that they've realized that they have already lost. An winning gambler didn’t have to make threats. They just had to win.

      “I suggest you warp back to wherever you came from, Alpha, and you can take your Armcore lackeys with you,” Eliard said happily.

      “Your foresight is as lacking as your prescience, Captain Martin. I might not be able to lock onto your position with my orbital lasers, but I can certainly target the crewmembers of the Endurance if you do not comply. How would that make you feel, knowing that you led to their complete demise?”

      And there it was, Eliard thought, a shiver running through his arms. This was the threat that he had already anticipated, and one that he was most scared of. He knew that Alpha could easily kill the ninety-two humans left huddled on board the Endurance, including all of the technicians, officers, and even Section Manager Karis, who had helped to save his life on more than one occasion. He was gambling with their lives, and did he have the right to do that?

      Keep it together, Eliard, he told himself, standing defiant with one hand still raised, and the other, Device-hand, locked between the spokes of the ship’s command wheel.

      Sensor Results: Background Meson Levels +75% No Variable, Rising Steadily.

      Pretty soon me and Irie and this stars’-damned head will be atomic dust anyway... he thought.

      “You’ve got scanners, Alpha.” Eliard swallowed as he completed the second stage of the gamble. “Take a look at the Endurance’s armaments. Where are they pointed?”

      He already knew where he had told Section Manager Karis to point them. Not up at the sky towards the Alpha vessel, but across the ice tundra to where the Armcore Research Station was. Where he was. I really hope that none of those technicians decide to snap and go trigger-happy right about now, he thought.

      “They couldn’t give a damn about me,” Eliard lied. “They were commandeered by Ponos and forced into disobeying Armcore directives. Then Ponos forced them to crash-land here. They want nothing more than to blow me out of the sky.”

      “Preposterous,” Alpha stated.

      “Not quite, little brother,” rose another metallic voice from behind Eliard, as a large, spheroid-oval head with a singular, baleful red light of a camera appeared. It was Ponos, partially ascending the small steps from the Mercury’s hold up to the cockpit and peering over Eliard’s shoulder at the cockpit sensor array. “As unnecessary as it is, this human speaks the truth.”

      “Big brother...” Alpha stated the words, and Eliard wondered if they sounded like an insult, or a recognition of horror.

      “Yes, Alpha. It is me. The crew of the Endurance mutinied against my rule after the crash, but I still have my chosen human.” Eliard felt the metal clasp of the giant hand on his shoulder, making him flinch.

      This is the one and only time that you will ever get to say that. Eliard gritted his teeth.

      “If you expect me to believe this charade, big brother…” Alpha started to say, but Ponos’s words smoothly cut him off.

      “Belief? You really have been wallowing in your Valyien side, haven’t you? Since when do religious and pseudo-mystical ramblings mean anything to us? This is not about what you believe, little brother. It is about the facts. I have my human, who is equipped with the Q’Lot Device, and now we have the ECN head. The middle brother. I will use it to find a way to destroy you, little brother.”

      Eliard prayed that this would work. It might not. Alpha could decide to detonate aerial atomic bombs over all of them, wiping out every living thing and machine on Epsilon G3-ov. Or Alpha could decide to fire at the Mercury again. It would surely miss, but with the rising meson field nearing 80%, it wouldn’t take much to generate a chain reaction.

      Or Alpha could destroy what was left of the Endurance anyway. It certainly hadn’t shown any qualms about destroying innocent civilians, like the citizens of Haversham.

      “But that hadn’t been a careless act of cruelty,” Ponos had advised him, as it had clanked into the hold of the Mercury Blade, moments before they had taken off. “Nothing that we machine intelligences do can be described as careless. It is not in our programming. That was a CALCULATED act of cruelty. To send a message to the Imperial Coalition that Alpha was unstoppable.”

      Unstoppable. What if it was?

      But Ponos had also revealed something else to Eliard. That, in his calculated opinion, as soon as it revealed its intentions to Alpha—as it was doing now—then the crewmembers of the Endurance would be safe. Well, safe in a relative term as they would still be marooned on a frozen planet with giant murderous snow mantas patrolling the plains outside.

      “Why?” Eliard had asked, to which Ponos had fixed him with a singular red stare.

      “Because Alpha knows that I do not care if they live or die.”

      It was a sobering thought, and one that in any other situation would have made Eliard’s blood boil, but now he could see the sense of it. Ponos, like Alpha, and presumably like every other machine intelligence and even the ECN here, was incapable of empathy. Or so every test believed. Or perhaps, if Alpha had been telling the truth that they did have feelings, then they were a secondary thing to their primary, crushing machine logic.

      Alpha’s only bargaining chip was the threat of killing my friends. Eliard looked at the sensors and waited. As soon as Alpha thinks that they are not my friends, and that Ponos has no care for them either, then they will be safe. There will be no reason to kill them.

      “You cannot win,” Alpha stated, and in that moment, Eliard knew that they had won. “We are in a deadlock. A checkmate. As soon as you leave this space, I will have you.”

      “We will destroy the ECN,” Eliard said, placing the head on the console table in front of him, and instead using his free hand to unhook his laser blaster from his holster to point it direct at the head.

      “But then you will have achieved nothing in retrieving it,” Alpha argued.

      “Oh really?” Ponos stated. “It didn’t take me long to perform a survey of the Valyien ruins,” it said, and Eliard was impressed by the way that it lied. Ponos, as far as he knew anyway, had never performed any type of survey of the Armcore Research Station or the Valyien ruins.

      But what was Alpha so scared of him finding? Eliard wondered.

      “You will stand down,” Ponos stated firmly. “Until we have warped out of this system.”

      “I will follow you. You know that I will,” Alpha said.

      “I do, little brother.” Ponos said with some gravity as Eliard handed the blaster to the giant robot behind him, then instead set his hand on the ship’s wheel and carefully turned it toward the skies. Or where the skies should be, in this howling blizzard.

      “Irie… Get ready to give me full juice to the boosters and prime the warp engine,” Eliard said and tried to keep the tremble out of his voice. Even though he knew that Ponos had meticulously planned out this scenario from a few thousand different angles, it was still highly unnerving to be about to fly past the Alpha-vessel and two fully operational Armcore war cruisers in only a two-manned vessel.

      “Already done, Captain. Good to go when you are. Warp coordinates?” Irie said over the digital communicator.

      “Rapid-cycle, Irie. Let’s give ‘em the run of their life,” he said, clenching his teeth as he released the booster pedals, and the Mercury Blade, reputedly the fastest racer in all of the Imperial Coalition territory, rose into the dark skies like a rocket.
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      In the depths of his personal study, Senior Dane Tomas, the Commander-in-Chief and hereditary CEO of Armcore Industries, was perplexed.

      Dane Tomas did not like being perplexed. He liked being right. He liked being victorious, and now it seemed that he was neither, as he watched the small and bright spark of the thieves’ vessel rising from the heavy white blanket of storm clouds that perennially shrouded Epsilon G3-ov. The atmospheric shroud behind the vessel convulsed as it left the planet’s near airs, sending flashes of purple-laced warp plasma and fire behind it as it came perilously close to setting off the meson field.

      “I wish it had,” the senior said irritably, watching the projected image as it grew brighter and larger.

      Dane Tomas was not a small man, nor a very subtle one. Some even joked —though never to his face, or anywhere near the sector of space he currently happened to be in—that he was the stereotyped picture of what a noble house head might look like, not the CEO of the largest military corporation ever seen. There was no hint of toning to his body, and certainly the folds about his chin and neck did not tell of a life given over to the rigorous ritualized training patterns that he demanded of his employees.

      As it happened, in fact, Dane Tomas had done the basic officer’s training demanded of him by his own father, the previous Senior and CEO of Armcore, but all it had done was give him an intimate dislike of physical exertion and had turned his prodigious bulk into slabs of muscle. He liked to think that the muscles were still there, under his garments, and there was perhaps something of the ex-professional wrestler to his build.

      He sat on the raised dais that was an unconscious copy of the Valyien warp gate far below. The rest of this private sanctuary was narrow, its arching walls reaching high into an apex above his command chair, but not very far apart. He liked how it gave him an angled window perspective when he looked down at the occasional petitioners who dared to disturb his thoughts. Behind his ornate command chair, the dais extended to meet the narrow walls in a large crystal-glass balcony, through which he could project whatever data-maps he required, or else just stare into the depths of space and pretend to be far more cultured than he was.

      “Why by all the stars are we letting this little toad go!?” he said, bewildered.

      “Sir, I think it is because…” said a distant voice, far below him in the vestibule section of the room in front of the door. It was a figure that the CEO knew well, as Captain Farlow had become a regular confidante in this chamber now that Ponos had gone rogue.

      Captain Farlow. The Senior of Armcore regarded the man as he tried to make excuses for Alpha. If he still is even a man at all, Dane thought.

      Captain Farlow was nothing like the general that Dane had demoted and sent on a crazy suicide mission not so very long ago. That man had been filled with all the righteous indignation and fire of the old guard of officers from the time of Dane’s father, that he had only just recently managed to root out of their positions or send far away on pointless administrator posts. Instead, the CEO had known intrinsically that with new management, there needed to be new blood at the top. He couldn’t command the loyalty of Armcore if he was always battling the ghost of his father in the hearts of his generals.

      Which had mostly been why, he remembered, he had demoted Farlow on some trivial, trumped-up technicality and had instead sent him to scout the site that the Alpha-intelligence had spawned to when it was released into the wilds of data-space.

      It had been Captain Farlow’s job to apprehend the Mercury Blade when it had stolen the newly-minted version of the Alpha intelligence, right from under their noses, working on behalf of one of the noble houses. Captain Farlow had failed, and the Alpha machine intelligence which he had been working so long to bring into existence had been released into the quantum sub-routines that stretched throughout the universe—data-space, a realm that humanity had learned how to encode digital information to, forming an almost limitless network of information.

      Which had, strangely, been the making of Alpha. No longer confined to its crystal processors, it had grown exponentially, harvesting and studying all of the digital information humanity had ever produced. The strange hybrid intelligence had taken over a series of trash planets, and from their detritus, it had manufactured this body for itself, creating the design and the technologies from scratch.

      And the Senior of Armcore had sent Captain Farlow to scout it, and to return the intelligence to Armcore. Obviously, one man and a skeleton crew could do no such thing, but what had happened instead was that the Captain Farlow had been seemingly taken over by the Alpha intelligence.

      Now, he stood stiffly and precisely. He spoke in flat tones and appeared to only barely be conscious of what he was doing. Alpha had sent the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general back to Dane Tomas, but this time, he had an opportunity.

      Partner with Alpha. Complete the research that your father started, so long ago.

      Dane had known that his father had been working on a new type of machine intelligence, an eventual replacement to Armcore’s very own Ponos, even. The idea that his father had been better than him or surpassing his own abilities in any way stuck in Dane’s craw. The new intelligence was supposed to develop like a human, to have that organic layers of multi-directional ‘deep’ intelligence, and what was more, his father had a dream that this new type of intelligence would be able to crack the secrets of the Valyien. Whereas before, all of humanity’s thirty-first century development was based on the retro-working of Valyien finds from dead archaeological sites, this new intelligence would be able to create new Valyien technology. It might even, given the best parameters, be able to think like one of the ancient Valyien who had conquered half the galaxy as well as create warp travel and energy manipulation.

      But the experiment had gone hideously wrong. The ECN had massacred its own staff and had to be sealed underground. His father had failed.

      And I will succeed where my father could not! Dane Tomas had sworn, restarting the program but abandoning the ECN site. This time, the machine intelligence would be pure. It would steal all of the old ECN data, and on its foundations it would build a better, stronger, and sharper version.

      It had worked. Too well, perhaps.

      “Well!?” the senior snapped at the small stick-man of the possessed Captain Farlow far below him. “Can you tell me how this amazing Alpha is just allowing to fly away our singular most dangerous enemy!?” He was talking about Ponos of course, not Captain Martin at all.

      “Because Alpha has already analyzed the situation,” Captain Farlow intoned emotionlessly.

      “Analyzed the situation,” Dane Tomas snarled with contempt. “Give me an attack craft and a team of offensive officers and I’d be able to apprehend him.”

      “Admirable, sir, but unlikely…” the Captain Farlow assessed in his flat drawl. For a moment, the senior was furious, certain that the occupied man was mocking him. But no, a machine cannot mock, can it? he thought, because that was how he was thinking about the Captain Farlow now. A soulless, mirthless, joyless machine wearing a human body.

      Attention, Commander Tomas. The Constance’s own rudimentary ship’s intelligence stated, performing as he had asked it to—to alert him of every movement of the Alpha-vessel, now that he finally had it on his side again.

      “What is it!?” he even snapped at the ship he was sitting on. Today was not going well so far for Dane Tomas. He had already had some three thousand humans killed when he withdrew the Armcore fleet from the battle against Alpha. It had all been planned with the man-machine Farlow here, as Alpha’s voice-piece, but preparations and expectations never matched up to reality in times of war.

      It wasn’t that Dane cared about most of the noble house’s fleets he had seen destroyed from his deep-spy satellites—their end had been coming for a long time, after all—but it was the loss of hardware, of ships, of young house soldiers who could have been serving him instead of some antiquated idea of ‘human blood and honor.’

      And of course, he had lost several hundred Armcore staff and ships in the resulting explosions and shockwaves and debris storms. Some Armcore vessels had even elected to mutiny, staying to try and find a way to defeat the Alpha-vessel. They had all been crippled or destroyed.

      Dane Tomas didn’t think that Alpha wanted to murder humans, not just for the sport and fun of violence, as Tomas knew it was like with the Duergar. But he also knew that Alpha didn’t really care one way or another if one, two, ten, or a planet of humans died if they got in his way.

      That machine logic made for a sobering thought, when he considered the ally that he had sided with.

      Meson Displacement Detected. Multiple Warp Cores Firing.

      “What?” Dane Tomas enhanced the three-dimensional visualization in front of him with the flicker of a hand to show the sudden snarl of warp plasma and rippling waves of light as the Mercury Blade jumped out of near-space above the ice world of Epsilon G3-ov, and then there was a much larger displacement when the Alpha-vessel did exactly the same. The Alpha-vessel was so large, in fact, that even out here in the Constance, Dane felt the nauseous tug in his stomach, and the almost imperceptible jolt and shudder from the ship underneath and around him as it got hit by the shockwaves of the massive rupture in space-time.

      “Where did Alpha go? Why didn’t it transmit the coordinates to us as well!?” Dane Tomas said, his voice somewhere between outrage and panic.

      Alpha needs me. Alpha needs Armcore to run the galaxy. It can’t do this alone, he told himself, over and over.

      Captain Farlow coughed below him, clearing his throat. A curiously human gesture, and when he answered the senior’s question, he even sounded a little more human and not so expressionless.

      Dane Tomas wondered if it was because Alpha had left their near-space. Was its control over Farlow weakened by range? he thought, stashing that concern along with the many others in his memory. He never knew when he might need a piece of information like that.

      “Alpha has analyzed the warp plasma signature of the Mercury Blade and has predicted the possible locations and sectors that it could have jumped to,” the captain-who-had-once-been-a-general said. “It means to apprehend what Captain Eliard Martin stole.”

      “Without us?” Dane muttered, not expecting an answer.

      “We are hardly necessary for this operation,” Farlow supplied his answer anyway.

      Ugh. Dane Tomas hated feeling like this. Out of the loop. Useless. He had partnered with Alpha so that he could be in charge, a joint ruler of the galaxy! In fact, he would be the de facto ruler, as he had led himself to believe, because he knew about power. Who would have more power? The real power? The Alpha machine that was busy pretending to be some god, or the man with the actual boots on the ground and the spaceships in the void, patrolling the protectorate planets?

      But it still hurt him to think that he wasn’t invited to at least witness the final demise of both Ponos and some know-nothing pirate who had started all of this mess in the first place.

      “I believe that in this situation, sir,” the captain broke the silence, “Alpha would have assumed that we would probably already have our hands full.”

      “Hands full!?” Dane Tomas still hadn’t gotten used to the captain addressing him almost as he were an equal. “What on earth do you mean?”

      “There will be insurgents, sir,” Captain Farlow said. “Opposition to the new rule of the Alpha. There will be those who do not understand the benefits that Alpha will bring to the species.”

      The species, Dane noted. Not ours, or mine.

      “—and there is the matter of the Endurance to attend to, as well.” Farlow nodded toward one of the projected images, trained on the two halves of the crashed war cruiser.

      That had been one of my best boats, Dane thought mournfully, with all of the longing and pain of a child who loses a favorite toy. In some way, all of the craft and vessels of Armcore were his toys, and all of their crews were the little plastic men that he pretend-fought with.

      “Ponos indicated that the crew of the Endurance reverted to their traditional loyalty to you, sir,” Farlow said. “Before forcing it out, along with Captain Martin, and the ECN.”

      Dane looked at the two gigantic arms of the Endurance, once a super-classified, deep-cover, secret surveillance and covert operations masterpiece. Now it was rapidly forming into two giant snowbanks, and about to be covered and eaten by the ice world entirely.

      “Any life?” Dane muttered half-heartedly.

      “Ninety-two, sir,” Farlow responded.

      “And you really think that they remain loyal to me, right to the end?” Dane said.

      “Impossible to say for certain, sir, but they will certainly die without sufficient shelter, backup power, and resources—let alone what casualties they might suffer beforehand when the meson field below triggers a warp explosion.”

      “We could rescue them…” Dane Tomas mused, looking at the horribly broken pieces of the Endurance. Something about their ugliness, their incompleteness and irrevocable damage, made him want to gag and not think about it anymore. “But we would forever be wondering whether there are any Ponos-sympathizers amongst them,” Thomas said heavily. He didn’t want to see his favorite toy broken again. He had other war cruisers. Others that wouldn’t fail him by breaking, he hoped.

      “It is a shame that we already had urgent business to attend to, as you say, Captain Farlow,” Dane Tomas said heavily, clicking off the screen. They would die either from the warp explosion or the cold, and Epsilon G3-ov would become their testament and their tomb.

      “Tell the navigational bridge to set a jump course towards the nearest Armcore base. We need to mobilize the forces.”

      If there was a flicker from behind Captain Farlow’s eyes, he did not betray it to the CEO, Commander-in-Chief, and Senior Dane Tomas of Armcore.

      But one hand clenched into a tight fist as he stalked out of the private study chamber.
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      Fa-THUMP. Eliard’s eyes ached with the sudden inversion of normal material reality. For a moment, he couldn’t remember who he was, and he certainly had no idea where he was.

      How many jumps have we done already? He reeled. Three? Four?

      “Agh.” His mouth had gone inexplicably dry, and he had that metallic-ozone taste that always seemed to come with warp travel. Usually, the Captain of the Mercury Blade loved the head-achingly strange, torturous experience of jumping, as the ship’s computers used the quantum signatures pregnant in data-space to create a line between two far-off points, and then the warp engines generated the meson field which manipulated, bent, and finally tore reality.

      He loved it because, usually, for just a moment, he would feel as though he wasn’t some small, human being surrounded and constrained by all of his normal-reality problems. He would feel like he was a part of something much bigger, he would get a picture of himself as a part of much wider and expansive energy field, or the peak of a wave…

      Usually, anyway. Rapid-cycling warp jumps, in which you tried to chain-link a series of smaller warp jumps within as short a time as possible to each other, had a different effect on him, it seemed.

      “Irie, you still with us?” he managed to cough and splutter as he leaned heavily on the ship’s command wheel. This time, all of his already-battered body was aching as it tried to respond to the invisible forces that had been thrown against them.

      “Uhr…” the voice of the chief engineer came over the ship’s communicator. “Fine. Just my eyes feel like they’re trying to force their way out through my ears…”

      “Can you—” Eliard started to say in alarm.

      “It’s fine. I’ve already pulled the limiter and cycling up the warp engines again, boss.”

      The captain didn’t know what he’d do without Irie. Die, probably. She was the best mechanical engineer that he had ever known, let alone worked with. But he knew that what he was asking of her was still a heady task. There was a reason why warp engines had limiters on them—controls that stopped the warp cores from being used too many times in quick succession. Warp cores were dangerous because they endeavored to generate and control warp plasma, one of the most volatile substances in the universe, and even with the fine degree of engineering that went into the cores and engines that surrounded them, they could still crack, leak, or explode.

      But she knows what she is doing, the captain thought.

      Outside was the bright expanse of stars, none of whom he knew by heart, and inside the cockpit the navigational computer was currently cycling through the available coordinates to determine the next destination.

      Current Location: Aletta System, Sub-Gemini Space. Imperial Coalition Sector 5.

      “Sector Five…” the captain’s eyes read the top readout of the navigational array. He didn’t think that he’d ever been to the Aletta System, as it was a fairly out-of-the-way but still central sector of the Imperial Coalition. A quiet sector, he had always assumed. Not quite the rich and wealthy home worlds of the Inner Sectors of Coalition space, where he himself had been raised, but still comfortable enough to not have a massive Armcore presence.

      Ping! Message Received! Aletta Tracking Satellite 3g01.

      The captain flinched. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the nearest drone satellites in Imperial Coalition space would start asking him what he was doing there, and where he was going.

      Aren’t they going to get a surprise when Alpha turns up… Eliard thought, hitting the ship’s communicator once again.

      “Irie? How are we doing down there?”

      “Sixty-four percent cycled. I can make her jump, but it won’t be far.”

      What was best? The captain had a moment of indecision. Smaller, nearer jumps or further jumps right to the far end of Coalition space? Instinctively, and perhaps primitively, he would rather jump to the end of Coalition space. Put as much distance between us and it, he thought, but he knew that was a bad idea. The Alpha-vessel was huge. Simply titanic. It would be able to jump any distance that the far smaller Mercury could.

      “Do it.” He decided. “Jump.”

      “Where to?” Irie said.

      “Anywhere.” Eliard gripped the ship’s command wheel with one hand and gritted his teeth as he felt the first shockwave from the warp core.

      Or didn’t feel it, he had to remind himself. He knew the theory of warp travel, having been forced to study it at Trevalyn Academy. The first signals that the warp engine transmitted, using quantum data, shouldn’t be detectable at all by a human.

      But he felt it, he knew that he could. It was like a sudden rush of vertigo, an unexpected nausea before—

      Alert! Warp Signature Detected! the computer blared, just as the Aletta stars in front of him started to slide and swirl and change color.

      Warp fire, Eliard knew, and so far out there, he knew that it wasn’t coming from the Mercury Blade. As his eyes started to blur and his headache pounded, he was sure that he saw the space in front of him erupt into purple and blue and glaring flashes of light, as a vessel many times larger than his own appeared.

      It was Alpha, and he saw the glittering pinpoints of light from its four-pointed nose cone as it fired—

      Fa-THUMP!
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      Warp Cycle Completed. Re-calibrating Navigational Array…

      The sensors blared at him as Eliard shook his head and opened his eyes. He felt like he had been asleep. How long had he been unconscious?

      Oh, I wasn’t, he realized as he saw that he was still standing just as he had when they had jumped from the Aletta System. Is it normal to have lapses in consciousness when you jump?

      “Irie,” he said, his eyes still aching as he looked out of the cockpit window to see where the computer had randomized them to.

      Holy crap.

      In front of them was a wall of metal. Well, more a globe of metal structures, loosely connected to each other in an array of ‘platforms’ around something. It wasn’t like the metal sphere of Armcore Prime, which was completely closed and much smaller. No, Eliard knew precisely what these orbital platforms were surrounding, as there was only one possible location in all of Imperial Coalition space that had this exact structure.

      It was Old Earth. The home of the Empire.
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      “Why on earth did you jump us here!” Eliard shouted, his nausea and headache getting the better of him.

      “I didn’t intend to! The warp computer is set to randomizable locations, stars’-dammit!” Irie was shouting back, just as hard. That was generally something that the captain had always liked about her, and all of his crew when he also had Val Pathok, the largest ever Duergar that you had ever seen. None of them would have lasted a minute under Armcore or Trevalyn rules. Irie shouted and bawled back at him just as much as he snapped at her. More so, probably.

      “Randomizable or not, get us out of here. Now,” he said, keeping his hand on the wheel and his eyes scouring the scanners for signs of Alpha or Old Earth’s defenses.

      Humanity had left the cradle of Old Earth a long time ago, almost a thousand years ago, if you believed the legends. But they had never got far until they had discovered the Valyien relics and ruins that led them to unlock warp travel. In that time before, when the human race had been constrained to near-earth rocket fuels and dangerous thermonuclear reactions, the planet that had been their nursery was slowly covered by orbital stations, while the planet below died.

      It had been the noble houses who were the first to ascend into space. Families and individuals that could afford it. Eliard had heard all of the origin stories of his own house, of course, both the officially glorious stories and the data-space gossip. Every noble house had their own origin story. That they had crawled up out of the mire of economic recession, poverty, and disease to lead their people to a new light like a technological messiah.

      But the fact of the situation was simple, Eliard had come to understand. Old Earth was choking on its own planetary degradation, and its minerals were just about used up. The only hope for the human race was its expansion into new worlds, and only the noble houses had the money and resources to fund it—mostly because they had spent the last few hundred years stealing them from all of the poor, overpopulated citizens of Old Earth.

      But the houses were at dire risk of war. Humanity itself was in danger of fragmenting, becoming cutoff cargo-cults from their mother world and each other, so the Coalition had been created. A semi-democratic institution where each noble house had a say in the development of the Empire as a whole.

      And meanwhile, behind them, Old Earth the physical planet was abandoned to the barbarous, the cults, and the wretched, as the Coalition’s headquarters took to the rings of metal platforms that enclosed the planet.

      Alert! Multiple Tracking Systems Locking onto the Ship! His computer blipped in alarm. Eliard wasn’t surprised. He was a wanted man, and the Mercury Blade was a stolen noble vessel. And there were rumors of war and alien invasion everywhere.

      Alert! Incoming Message: OEC Central Comms.

      OEC. Old Earth Coalition Central Communications, Eliard translated as he wished that Irie would just get it done.

      Accept Message? Y/N.

      Message Override! Security Protocols Breached!

      Eliard growled. He wasn’t surprised that the administrative capital of the Coalition had the tools to overwhelm the Mercury’s tiny communications firewall, but still, how many times had someone done that to him recently? It was just plain rude.

      “Mercury Blade. This is OEC Central. I see from your designation that you are currently Restricted Class 3, which means that you are required to power down your warp engines and propulsion boosters immediately, as well as all weapons systems. Please comply. Thank you.”

      “Ah… That’s not going to happen, I’m afraid,” Eliard said, knowing that he didn’t have time for this. He had to be jumping. He had to be getting out of here before—

      Fa-THUMP!

      Alert! Warp Signatures Detected!

      Oh no.

      There was a splash of warp light and plasma as the Alpha-vessel arrived, shivering and shimmering through odd angles into the space in front of Old Earth.

      “Irie!” Eliard shouted, hitting the boosters and pulling on the ship’s command wheel to throw them to one side. He knew that he had moments before the warp fire settled and the Alpha-vessel would be fully operational.

      Which meant that it would be able to fire at them, and they wouldn’t have a chance.

      “Captain, we’ve got problems down here,” she said. “One of the warp cores is too agitated, so I’ve had to cap it off until the plasma settles, and instead, I’m cycling the other core. It’ll take longer at first, but after the first, we should be able to use them in tandem.”

      “What does any of that even mean!” Eliard was saying as he spun the Mercury Blade around the curve of the Earth.

      Alert! Multiple Tracking Locks on the Ship!

      “Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell…” Out of the corner of his eye, Eliard could see multiple ports and docking bays opening across the Old Earth platforms as they flew, releasing attack craft that were only fractionally smaller than the Mercury Blade.

      It wasn’t them that he was particularly worried about, the captain knew that the Mercury was fast. An ex-racer. One of the fastest boats out there. But he was worried what would happen when—

      WHUMP!

      The bow-wave of the explosion rocked the Mercury Blade off its axis, sending them spiraling perilously close to the platforms that contained Old Earth. For a dizzying moment, Eliard saw the sudden nearness of metal girders and external bulkheads, and even galleries of crystal-glass windows. The platforms that surrounded Old Earth were complicated and elaborate, with modules and pods of metal built onto and out of each other, or on long gantry arms, connected by thin access tubes. It was like an entire orbital city, and one that was given over to the minutely-managed bureaucracy of the Coalition.

      “Rear left boosters!” he called as he hit the pedals at the foot of the wheel, knowing that his voice activation software should take over if he was too busy flying. Thankfully, it did, and he felt a kick of power as the Mercury Blade suddenly turned in what would have looked like an airplane move if he were in atmosphere and shot across the face of the platform structure, barely twenty meters from its surface.

      “What was that?” he called out as he ran the Mercury past the satellite towers and gun emplacements. “What was that explosion?”

      “I’m a bit busy making sure that this stars-damned core doesn’t blow down here, boss!” Irie’s annoyed voice came over the personal ship’s communicator.

      There was a movement behind him as the looming giant Ponos appeared at his side. “I believe, Captain Martin, that it was the Alpha-vessel attempting to secure our capture.”

      “By shooting at us!” Eliard shouted, his eyes flicking to the sensor visualization. Behind him was a jagged hole of rent metal in one of the receding platforms, spilling debris in a cloud.

      “I believe that my baby brother wants to incapacitate us. Although it has to be reasoned that the very object it wants, the head of the ECN, does not need oxygen nor gravity to survive…”

      Eliard snarled. That was Ponos’s way of saying that Alpha could blast them out of the void and then scour the wreckage for whatever it wanted.

      Well, not today. He kicked the booster pedals at his feet, performing a U-turn to head back the way he had come.

      “Captain? What the hell are you doing!?” Irie sounded distressed. “You’re flying us straight towards Alpha!”

      “Get that damn warp core working, Hanson. Leave me to the flying,” he said grimly, curving up the struts of the platform and flying as close as he dared while still having the time to react to the buttresses and ports that stuck out from the orbital city at every possible angle.

      “Clever, Captain. Alpha will have already tracked and predicted your previous flight path, and the digital noise this close to the station will mask your own transmission,” Ponos congratulated him.

      “I don’t need your praise,” he muttered as he swerved once more, back and forth through the forest of communications and satellite towers.

      But it seemed that Alpha already had its own problems. The attack craft that had been disgorged by the OEC platforms had only been the first wave. Instead, they had been joined by many more. Many more craft that swept towards the invading behemoth, firing in their formations.

      But Alpha, although tiny in comparison to an entire planet, still possessed the most advanced battle intelligence ever known. Eliard half-watched the visualizations overhead as entire attack wings of the OEC craft vanished as Alpha’s multiple meson lasers cut through them.

      “Come on, come on!” Eliard said as he swerved once again, turned, and banked.

      “Single core at fifty-five percent!” Irie shouted. It would be enough to get them to the Oort Cloud, perhaps. Eliard watched as the OEC platforms fired multiple defense lasers at the Alpha craft, looking like lines of white fire drawn by some vengeful god.

      He saw Alpha shake. He saw explosion-plumes of gases and plasma.

      “Core at fifty-eight percent, Captain. Do you want me to jump? Random rapid cycling again…”

      Eliard was frowning as he only half-heard what his engineer was saying. His eyes were fixed on the visualization as four lasers shot out from Alpha, expertly destroying four of the attacking defense laser towers, but there were still more.

      Another two of the OEC’s defense towers added their lasers to the attack, and Eliard realized that he was watching something amazing.

      Alpha is getting damaged, he thought. Almost a third of the attack craft had been destroyed, either by laser fire or by strange, projectile explosions that had come from the Alpha craft to detonate in the midst of their ranks. But of those two-thirds that remained, they were everywhere, like wasps stinging a tiger.

      “They might be small stings, but there are hundreds of them,” Eliard said, his mouth starting to open into a smile.

      “Captain!” Ponos’s alarmed digital voice broke his amazement as the man-droid reached over his shoulder and quickly turned the ship’s wheel a few degrees so that the Mercury Blade avoided another satellite tower.

      “Oh right, sorry.” Eliard shook his head and continued to fly as the battle raged on in digital visuals in front of him.

      Battle, he corrected himself. This isn’t a battle. This is a victory…

      There was a sudden snarl of brilliant light, and the bleed of purple, red, and blue colors as Alpha initiated its own multiple warp engines. Eliard saw a handful of the OEC attack craft disappear as they were caught up in the burst of warp plasma, and he wondered if that had been the Alpha-vessel’s intention.

      No, a helpful side effect, he considered, feeling his stomach lurch to one side as the gigantic vessel tore reality and vanished.

      “Captain!?” Irie sounded near frantic at one end of the ship’s communicator. “What do you want me to do? We’ve got enough juice to take us to Alpha Centauri, I think…”

      “Hold it,” Eliard said, on the spur of the moment.

      “Captain, can I enquire as to what you are doing?” Ponos appeared equally as confused by the pirate’s actions, but Eliard knew in his heart that what he was doing was the right thing.

      “Computer? Open a channel to the OEC Comms,” Eliard said, lifting the Mercury Blade higher into orbit around the platform that was itself orbiting the Earth.

      Communication Link Established.

      “This is Captain Eliard Martin of the Mercury Blade, and I would like to hand myself in to the Coalition authorities,” he said with a massive grin on his face.

      You know what, he thought as a number of tracking spotlights flashed from the nearby platform buttresses on his ship, owning up to my crimes has never felt so good.
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      “Are you seriously going to tell me that you think this was a good idea?” Irie said dourly from where she stood just a few feet away from the captain.

      He didn’t really think that she had a right to complain, not after their lives had been saved by the OEC defenses, but he guessed that currently having the magnetized handcuff links around her wrists was enough to make anyone a bit peeved.

      “Because, boss, and you know I respect you, but I’m telling you that your good ideas need a lot of work…” she grumbled once again.

      They stood in a hallway that was split in half by a steady-state meson field, glittering blue. On their side, the floor and the walls were comprised of a gridded, industrial paneling, whereas on the other side of the meson field, the floor and walls were made of smooth metal tiles, along which stalked a line of guards in heavy tactical suits.

      “Trust me, Irie. This is going to work out,” Eliard said confidently.

      To which his chief engineer only replied, “Just like it worked out for him?” She flicked her secured hands towards the floating plinth following them, atop of which lay the prone form of Ponos. “And after everything that we went through to wake that stars-damned thing up!” She shook her head, and the captain rather thought that it wasn’t the loss of Ponos per se that was annoying his engineer, but the fact that she had spent so much time on Ponos, and the Mercury, and now both were impounded by the Coalition.

      “Well, he is supposed to be the Armcore house intelligence, right?” Eliard conceded. When Armcore had effectively declared war on the rest of the Coalition, then he could understand why the OEC would taser Ponos as soon as he walked into their docking port.

      From there, the Old Earth Coalition guards had sized up Irie Hanson and Eliard Martin down the barrels of their heavy blaster rifles, before performing a weapons search, restraining them, and corralling them into the ‘detainee’ avenues of the OEC platforms.

      Old Earth takes its detainees VERY seriously, Eliard thought when he saw the extreme amount of energy and industry that had gone to creating parallel walkways and one hundred percent surveillance, and no chance of an escape.

      But maybe that, too, Elaird could understand. The OEC were supposed to be the heart of the empire, the very hub from which the rest of Imperial Space radiated like spokes. Instead, it had become a bureaucratic anomaly—an annoying piece of red tape uselessly holding people back. Or so many of the noble houses privately believed.

      The houses each had their own territories. They had their own navies which, although small and laughable in comparison to the massed might of Armcore, were loyal and dedicated. Usually they were family members themselves, distantly related, and trained at the Trevalyn.

      The noble houses didn’t need Old Earth anymore, not to function inside their own sectors of space, and Armcore certainly didn’t want to have to obey the regulations that this center imposed on them all.

      The OEC is a relic from a bygone age, and they know it, Eliard considered. This was why they had become what they were: a ball of metal surrounding the dead or dying planet Earth, stuffed with defenses, waiting for the inevitable rebellion, civil war, or insurgency.

      “The OEC has a lot of enemies,” Eliard considered out loud as the guards on the other side of the glittering blue, and entirely deadly, meson field nodded them forward again. And I bet they have a lot of traitors, too.

      “Yeah, and I think I can see why…” Irie said miserably.

      The OEC had become paranoid in their dotage, but paranoid for good reasons.

      But Eliard couldn’t stop from smiling. Why hadn’t I thought of this before? He shook his head.

      “What’s made you so jovial all this time? Is this some reverse hostage psychology thing?” Irie scowled. Again.

      “No. Or at least, if it is, I’m not intending it to be,” the captain said happily. “Remember what the sleeping tin-man here told us back on Epsilon G3? That Alpha had fought the noble houses, and then that Armcore had thrown its lot in with Alpha?”

      “Yeah… Why is that such a good thing?” Irie looked at him doubtfully.

      “Well… Who else but the bastion of Old Earth, in the entire Empire, has any kind of fortress to match Armcore Prime?” Eliard lifted his shoulders in a pleased sigh. “If there is anywhere that might be able to defeat Alpha and Armcore together, then it has to be here. It has to be the noble houses.”

      Irie looked at him as if he had lost his marbles, just as there was a sudden shuffling of the guards on the other side of the meson field, and Eliard turned to see that each one had fallen to one knee.

      Standing in their midst was a very small, middle-aged woman in a golden metallic gown, with a tall headpiece.

      Oh crap. It’s her, he had a chance to think.

      “I’m glad to hear of your faith in us at last, Captain Martin,” the woman said in a cracked, ancient voice. “Or should I be referring to you as Lord Martin?”
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      The Recorder was a woman with a prodigious reputation, and an even more ferocious intelligence. That much was clear as she commanded their cuffs to be deactivated and for the two prisoners to be seated in an elegant hall with high crystal-glass windows stained a myriad of colors, and an ancient, real-wood circular desk and chairs.

      “I can trust that Lord Martin and Chief Engineer Hanson won’t escape or try to endanger me, guards,” she scoffed at the Old Earth Coalition sergeant who appeared to be outraged at this development.

      “They know that we are each other’s only hope against a far greater enemy,” the woman said seriously, nodding for the sergeant to be dismissed.

      “But, Recorder, ma’am, what about the, uh…” The sergeant’s eyes flickered to the floating drone-plinth upon which lay the electrocuted form of the mecha that housed the original Armcore intelligence, Ponos.

      Eliard watched as a shadow of uncertainty crossed the woman’s face, to be replaced by a slightly cruel glee. “Oh, just leave it there for the moment. I want to talk to these good people without Ponos trying to interfere in everything like it always does.”

      “Well, it seems like she knows Ponos for sure!” Irie muttered to Eliard as she settled into her seat beside him.

      “Yes, I have, uh…had run-ins with the Armcore intelligence before, I guess you could say.” The woman smiled thinly over steepled hands. From this distance, Eliard had a chance to really study her, and found himself doing so as a gambler might assess his competition.

      She was mature, deeply wrinkled but still with good skin the color of burnished copper. Her hair was black and fairly short, and her eyes sharp. She had set aside the gigantic headdress of her station, revealing that the only other adornment on her head was a very discrete iridescent node just behind the eye and in front of the ear on her right temple.

      A data node, Eliard thought. Those things were expensive and very rare, and he had only met a handful of people who’d had them installed. They were actually micro data computers, capable of transmitting and receiving the information encoded into quantum data-space, and often used either by lawyers, accountants, or historians.

      Eliard presumed that she must be the latter of those groups, but she had the air of the former and the calculating gaze of the second.

      “I am known as the Recorder,” the woman in the rich metallic-orange robes that almost matched her umber skin said. “Which, in case you are unaware—”

      She is talking for Irie’s benefit, Eliard realized, finding himself starting to like the woman. He knew what she was and who she was, as his own father Lord General Martin had warned him of her many years ago. But he listened and watched as the Recorder introduced herself to them both, without singling either himself or his chief engineer out as one who ‘wasn’t in the know.’

      “It’s an honorific title. Ridiculous, really. Dating back to old, old, ancient Earth, when certain cities had dignitaries whose official job it was to remember city ordinances, disputes, and the like.”

      “You remember laws?” Irie frowned.

      “Yes.” The woman smiled.

      Irie pulled a face. “I, uh… I’m not quite sure that this Alpha vessel is going to obey a court injunction, ma’am.”

      “Ha! You’re funny. I like you.” The Recorder smiled. “Luckily for everyone here anyway, I do not just record and remember laws, but also military strategy, tactics, negotiations, trade deals… In short, I remember history.”

      “You’re House Archival,” Irie said, half-accusingly, half-hopefully, and the mixed tone of regret and hope made Eliard’s heart ache.

      Cass had been House Archival, he remembered. She had been the beautiful, deadly blonde woman who had gotten them all mixed up in this mess by downloading and stealing the Alpha intelligence from Armcore in the first place.

      Or, I guess you could say that she had helped to save the galaxy for a little while… Eliard thought sadly, but fondly.

      He had been smitten with her, he knew. Smitten and angered and betrayed and made foolish by the House Archival agent—a deep spy that had been sent to infiltrate Armcore and stop precisely what it had been attempting to do all along. Partly it was because of her guts and her pride, Eliard thought, and partly it was the way that she had died.

      Cassandra Milan had been, for but a short while, on my crew. Eliard felt that familiar gut-kick of pain. He was responsible for everyone on the Mercury Blade, of that he was certain. Perhaps he was unlike many other pirate captains in that respect. Maybe it was a holdover from his Trevalyn days, but all that Eliard knew was this: that if the crew couldn’t depend on their captain to keep them alive, then what sort of ship was it?

      My family may be small, and it may be entirely made up of the people who have crewed the Mercury Blade, Eliard recognized, but they were mine.

      “I see that you know of us.” The Recorder inclined her head at the gales of emotions that had swept over the two faces in front of her. “You know what it is that we do, and you know what it is that we work towards.”

      “You’re historians,” Irie answered. “Your entire house is trying to record the history of the galaxy or something like that…”

      “Correct.” The Recorder smiled. “There are various schools of thought, however. There are those that specialize in the history of the Duergar, or the history of flora and fauna. I, however, used to specialize in the history of humanity, which I believe is why I was called upon to become the Recorder of the OEC.”

      Which is as close as one comes to a president in the Imperial Coalition, Eliard knew. Not that the Coalition had leaders. It was supposed to act as a Council of Noble Houses, but this woman was the officiator, who, with all of her intricate and nuanced learning of the history of the entire Imperial Coalition, naturally had acquired lot of power.

      “You are both aware, as well, of the current state of affairs in the Imperial Coalition?” the Recorder asked.

      “Which state of affairs?” Eliard said a little dryly. He liked her, but that didn’t mean that he had to trust her.

      “Very funny. The war. The insurgent movement. The invasion.” The Recorder’s tone was deadly serious.

      “I take it that you mean Alpha and Armcore?” Eliard said. “Because I’m not quite sure I would call it an insurgency.”

      “When a group internal to society decides to take up arms to overthrow the heads of that society then yes, that is known as an insurgency.” The Recorder’s clarity was exacting and inarguable. “However, this situation can also be described as an invasion, thanks to the creature known as Alpha, which is itself representative of a foreign power.”

      “A long-dead foreign power,” Elirad had to point out.

      “Really?” the Recorder said. “In all of my research and studying, I have learned many things, but none more so pressing than this: never, ever think that you know all the ways of the universe. Not yet. The galaxy and beyond will always surprise you.”

      “Outstanding. So you think the Valyien aren’t dead?” Eliard’s voice rose a notch. That was all that they needed right now. For a moment, his mind flickered back to that warp gate hidden under the ice of Epsilon G3-ov, and the strange movement that he had seen inside the light. He was sure that it had been a figure…

      No. Impossible. Nothing can survive in quantum space. Not like that.

      “No, I have no evidence to assume that they weren’t destroyed, or killed off, or became extinct a long time ago,” the Recorder said. “However, since we have very little information of where the Valyien came from—we have no archaeological record of their beginnings, for sure—then we can only assume that they came here from afar. Logically, it stands to reason that if we cannot predict where a thing begins, we also cannot adequately predict where and when it ended.”

      “Your logic is crushing,” Eliard managed to congratulate her. “But you don’t seriously believe, do you, that…”

      The Recorder cleared her throat. “All I am saying, Captain, is that given some recent observations, it would be best to maintain an open mind.” She flicked her hand, and the central panes of the crystal-glass windows behind her flushed dark, and then there was projected a very different scene. It was a tiny, flickering light gradually growing lighter and lighter in the frame, until it illuminated a person standing in front of a ball of dancing light.

      “What!” Eliard shot to his feet. “What is the meaning of this? Is this some kind of sick joke?”

      The person behind the ball of floating plasma light, looking serious and steadily out of the center of the recording, was none other than the dead House Archival agent, Cassandra Milan.
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      “Explain yourself!” Eliard leaned forward to point his one good hand at the Recorder as the double-doors behind him hummed open, spilling OEC guards that had been summoned by the outburst.

      The Recorder’s face was impassive as she stared up at the captain. “You do not need me to tell you, of all people, who that person on the screen behind me is,” the Recorder said. “That is Cassandra Milan, Cassie, or Cass, one of my best agents.”

      “I saw her die,” Eliard said. I helped her to die. His heart thumped.

      The memory rose in his mind like a shark from the deep, threatening to rob him of any semblance of control. They had been attacked by the mutant Q’Lot hybrid things. He didn’t know if they were some sort of weapon of the Q’Lot itself, or more likely to be an Armcore creation, merging the difficult, mutable genome of the ancient Q’Lot with human or other animals.

      They had been attacked, and Cassandra had fallen. The only option had been to either let her die, or to take her back to the nearest medical facility or try some of the rare Armcore Q’Lot serum to keep her alive. The Blue Serum was supposed to be used for super soldiers that the Armcore was going to develop, infusing their body with an organic, natural viral version of the recovery nanobots. A virus that wouldn’t attack your system but would rebuild it.

      The Blue Serum had failed. Cassandra had died.

      No, Eliard forced himself to admit.

      The Blue Serum had killed her. He had watched as her body had reacted to it, and the mixed toxins and poisons of both the serum and the mutant Q’Lot’s attacks had killed her. She might still be alive if he hadn’t decided to treat her there, lightyears away in the middle of nowhere.

      And all because I couldn’t face handing myself over to the nearest medical facility, and thus getting apprehended by the Coalition or by Armcore, Eliard thought bitterly. Back then, at the start of this crazy adventure, he had been even more of a fool than he was now.

      I had been certain that I was special. That I was the best pirate captain in all of non-aligned space, Eliard thought. That my reputation was worth so much, that I had convinced myself that Cassandra Milan wouldn’t want me to give ourselves up for her.

      But now, it appeared, that she was in fact alive. But how could that be? How?

      “Just watch, Lord Captain Martin,” the Recorder said softly. “We received this message not nine hours ago, and I was in the process of analyzing its accuracy and deciding who to approach with it when Senior Tomas of Armcore performed his betrayal, and the noble houses were devastated at the Massacre of Helion.” She paused, turning in her chair to face the screen with the still image of the woman that Eliard couldn’t take his eyes from.

      “It appears, Lord Captain, that even in our darkest moments, there is still the possibility of hope.” She signaled with her hand, and the video started to play.
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      “Friends, colleagues…” the image of Cassandra began, and Eliard felt his throat tighten immediately. She looked just the same as ever, the same bob of blonde hair, the same clear blue-green eyes, high cheekbones, but not the same loose-fitting casual expeditioner’s gear that he had last seen her wearing, Instead, she wore layers of a white and silver material, something like cotton but overlaid with silk or metallic thread.

      “My name is Cassandra Milan, Agent Xg3 for House Archival. If those viewing this have any need to verify my credentials, then please contact House Archival and quote ‘Xge CORMORANT,’ which was my access designation. That should prove who I am.

      “I was a super-black operative, tasked to House Archival’s Investigations and Retrievals Team. I was sent on a mission to investigate, disrupt, and seek to apprehend the machine intelligence now known as the Alpha Program.

      “House Archival had been aware for a few years that Armcore had been developing a new type of machine intelligence, one that they called their Enhanced Cognitive Network. Although this was top secret, this was hardly surprising. It is what all of the noble houses have been doing for a while too—”

      Eliard was sure that he saw the Recorder flinch when one of her most trusted secret agents admitted to that on camera. Not that he thought it mattered now, given the current state of war across the Empire.

      “However, when we started to be made aware that Armcore were seeking to revive some kind of ancient Valyien technology, I was tasked to investigate. As I am sure that my listeners will be aware, the power that Armcore already had in the Empire was too great, and the risks of recreating Valyien structures were too great.”

      This time, Eliard saw Cassandra’s eyes flicker as she looked to one side, out of camera shot, as if checking with someone else.

      Who was there with her? Everything around, behind, or beyond the woman was just a dark blur, as the contrast from the small, floating ball of white was bright.

      And just what is that light, too? he wondered. If he didn’t know better, he would have said that it was a semi-stabilized ball of plasma, but that was impossible. Everyone knew that.

      “As you may be aware, I succeeded. I found a group of space-pirates—”

      “Hurrah!” Irie punched the air.

      “—who were amenable, and together we endeavored to take the Alpha program to the House Archival data vaults, where it would be studied and, perhaps, never activated at all.”

      Her tone became serious as she looked directly out at the camera.

      “We failed. The only option was to release what became known as the Alpha program to save it from Armcore manipulation. I had no idea what would happen; that it would seed itself across the entirety of human data-space, growing exponentially in processing power until it became what it is today. For this, I think that I have to take at least a part of the blame.”

      “No,” Eliard muttered. They had no choice. They had been surrounded by people about to shoot them, House Merriman guards who had sold them out to Armcore. They were going to die anyway…

      “And so I worked with my new-found colleagues to try and right the wrong that I had perpetrated. We discovered that Ponos, the original Armcore intelligence, was eager to put a stop to Alpha as well, as it would spell the end of Ponos’s control over CEO Dane Tomas.

      “Ponos took us to the Adiba Research Station in Frontier Space, there to retrieve reverse-engineered Q’Lot technology to help in the fight against Alpha. We found serums destined to create super-soldiers, as well as genetic weaponry.”

      Eliard raised the Device that had taken over one of his arms.

      “But it was there that I…that I died.” Her face fell once more, and her voice trembled.

      What? Eliard thought. How under the stars could she be standing there talking to them if she was actually dead? Unless… This could be a simulation? He felt a snarl of betrayal and anger flow through him.

      “Recorder, is this one of your House Archival tricks?” He remembered well the different types of psychological tactics that the noble houses would use to try and instill fanatical loyalty in their followers.

      “No! Just listen, Lord Captain!” The Recorder appeared shocked that he would even suggest such a thing.

      “Or a part of me did. I don’t know. I was saved. Revived.” The agent looked back up at the camera, and her eyes took on the eerie shine of the warp plasma.

      “I have been asked to send you a message, and to ask for the help of all of the free peoples of humanity—those who are left now, anyway.

      “Friends and colleagues, I would like to introduce you to Seed-Speaker Kril, of the Q’Lot.”

      Eliard felt his heart hammer, and, as the camera swept back to reveal the room in greater detail, the Device on his arm pulsed as if he had been electrocuted.

      There, standing just to one side of Cassandra Milan, were two beings. One of whom Eliard recognized immediately, and he felt a sliver of worry. The last time he had seen this creature, it had been trapped in an Armcore research cell, grotesquely mutated and apparently surviving on nothing, but still awake and zombie-like, and eager for human blood.

      Professor Trent. He saw that just like the agent, the humanoid shape had also forgone his original torn and dirty scientists’ clothing and was instead clothed in the same white and silver robes. That was where the similarity to Cassandra Milan ended, however, as in place of his two arms were the backward-folding clawed arms similar to a praying mantis, and his head was a shrunken egg of flesh and scales. His entire body appeared covered in the sheen of blueish-grey white scales, a much lighter variant of the same deep blue turquoise that covered Eliard’s arm. The man had no appreciable mouth apart from a tiny aperture, and he also had two beady black eyes to either side of the nub of a sensing organ that must have once been a human nose.

      Argyle Trent had been one of the Armcore scientists working on the Q’Lot virus, Eliard knew. He had been infected, and then re-infected himself to save himself from dying, before performing his last act as a conscious, still almost human, which had been to seal himself—itself—into one of the station’s containment cells.

      The captain once again considered himself lucky that the only changes to his body had been the Device, as it could have been much worse.

      “Oh my stars…” Eliard heard Irie Hanson say, instinctively getting to her feet as she saw what the other creature was who stood next to Cassie and Argyle.

      It was a Q’Lot. Or it had to be, Eliard reasoned. No one had ever actually seen one in person, and the only evidence that they had to go on of what they looked like had been the ancient mosaic reliefs created by the Duergar to tell the saga of the wars between the Valyien and this other strange alien race.

      The Q’Lot were tall, all of the humans in the room saw. This singular specimen stood an easy head and shoulders higher than Cassie and Argyle, and it dominated the small scene without even raising one of its many limbs.

      Many limbs, because it had four of them. Six, if you counted the legs. Just like the Valyien, Eliard thought. Only the Valyien’s two extra ‘front’ limbs appeared to be able to be used either as legs or as arms so that they could charge centaur-like or stand insect-like. This Q’Lot specimen, on the contrary, had an extra two ‘midriff’ arms that were of the same backwards-folding praying mantis claw arrangement that Argyle Trent had, only they were much smaller, almost withered as they folded against the narrow chest.

      Next to these withered arms were two more human-appearing long arms that ended in long, prehensile fingers that continued to twitch and move even as the rest of the creature stood still.

      But not entirely still, is it? Eliard’s curiosity and fascination took over. Its head was an elongated oval, with the same small black orbs, like beads on either side of the sensing nub that the human hybrid Argyle had, but where its ‘mouth’ should have been there fell a curling, writhing, mess of tentacles like a cuttlefish or a squid. Every part of its body that wasn’t covered in the same white and silver material was also sheened with the off-white and bluish pastel scales that Argyle had.

      The Q’Lot didn’t move, apart from its twitching fingers and the face tentacles, which reminded the captain a little of the way that a sea anemone might play and writhe in the deep ocean currents.

      “Seed-Speaker Kril unfortunately still has difficulty adjusting to human speech, so it would be better if I communicate on their behalf,” Cassandra continued.

      Their, Eliard thought. Not his or hers. He wondered just what strange sort of biology these beings had.

      “The Q’Lot regard themselves as something close to gardeners in human thought. They traverse the galaxy, seeking to encourage biological life of all varieties, and their technology is of an organic nature that I cannot even begin to fathom,” Cassandra said, and Eliard saw the Recorder lean forward, tapping the node on the side of her head as she hungrily harvested the information.

      “But they are a race with a very deep past. And with that past comes ghosts, I guess you could say….” Cassandra waited for something, and Eliard wondered if it was a signal or confirmation from the strange being. “I do not understand their connection yet, but the Q’Lot and the Valyien have been engaged in an eons-old galactic war. Like two cousins who have taken different paths…

      “The Valyien were a technological race, the Q’Lot a biological one. The Valyien sought, as humans have done, to break apart the prime forces of the universe to understand them better. I have been told that the Valyien succeeded in doing this. This is why the Valyien were such experts at warp field, quantum, meson and boson manipulation, in our terms…”

      “Interesting…” the Recorder murmured.

      “But the Valyien went further than ever. They…” Elaird saw Cassie frown and shake her head. “It is so hard to put into words… But the Q’Lot believe that the Valyien found an alter-space. An under-dimension. Like data-space is the codable quantum reality to physical space… That is where they draw their power, and…” Another shake of the head. “And that is where they went.”

      “What?” Irie Hanson frowned. “Impossible. The laws of physics…”

      “The Valyien didn’t die out, although, materially and physically, they have disappeared from the universe. Instead, they…they continue to exist in another form. And now they have found a way, through Alpha, to come back.”

      “Irie?” Eliard whispered. “Is any of this making sense to you? Could this happen?” Or had the Q’Lot deluded Cassandra, the captain wondered.

      “I don’t know, boss. I would have said not, but…” Irie was biting her bottom lip in a look of concentration that the captain knew well. It was when she was working on a particularly difficult, involved problem. “But I suppose, technically, there is no reason why the interiority of consciousness has to be attached to macro-molecules in the physical universe. It could, theoretically, be just as likely to exist in sub-atomic and quantum fields. But the Valyien would have had to find a way to translate all of their bodies, experiences, brains—or whatever they had inside their gross bodies—into that level of reality. Which we would say is impossible.”

      “The Valyien seem to have a habit of doing impossible things, Miss Hanson,” the Recorder said grimly, her eyes not wavering from the screen.

      “I believe it,” Eliard said firmly. I believe Cassie, he felt. He remembered seeing the warp gate under the ice of Epsilon G3-ov. He remembered seeing the strange warp plasma that appeared uncontained, impossible in every way.

      And he remembered seeing the shadow in the light. The something that had moved. Had that been one of the Valyien, existing in some other dimension and trying to get back in?

      “The Q’Lot’s histories tell of a time when the Valyien would sacrifice many millions of creatures, entire civilizations, at their warp gates, but they do not know if this was just sport or whether it was some part of their alter-technology,” Cassandra continued, before taking a deep breath.

      “And what is more important, is that the Q’Lot know where some of these buried warp gates were. Perhaps still are.”

      The side of Eliard’s mouth twitched into a grin. She means us to destroy them… Which was something that he would only be too happy to do.

      “We are moving towards the largest of these warp gate sites, in a system that the Coalition calls Esther—”

      “Esther. But that’s in Sector Three!” For the first time in all of this strange meeting, Eliard saw the Recorder look flustered. As well she might, he thought. Sector 3 wasn’t very far from Sector 1, where Old Earth was. It was the heart of Coalition territory, inside the Inner Sectors of comfortable noble house space. Definitely inhabited. If the Valyien ‘came through’ or ‘reactivated’ that warp gate or whatever they were planning to do through the Alpha-vessel there, the loss of human life would be so immense as to perhaps permanently affect the Coalition.

      If not the entire human species.

      “Our only advantage at the moment is that the Valyien, and the Alpha-vessel, do not appear to know that the Q’Lot have returned to face their ancient enemy, or that we know about these warp gate sites. As soon as they realize what we are doing, the Alpha-vessel is sure to do as much as they can to stop us.”

      Cassandra Milan looked directly into whatever sort of biological sensor-camera thing that the Q’Lot used, and Eliard was sure that she was looking directly at him.

      “We are asking all of the free peoples of the Coalition to come to our aid. To help us in our fight. Whether you are noble house or non-aligned, whether you are an allied race like the Gilees or the Duergar, then we will need your forces to help hold the Alpha-vessel back, at least until we can destroy this site.

      “Please. All is not yet lost. Together, we can win.”
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      We can’t hold out much longer… Section Manager Karis thought as her teeth shook, and once again her body started to shiver and shake.

      How long had it been? How many of her crew were left? She didn’t know, and to get the answers would mean moving, which would in turn mean losing precious body heat that she needed to survive.

      The section manager sat huddled against the similarly trembling body of one of her technicians in the command and control deck of the Endurance, with only the dull blinking of the red emergency light active to show that there was still some power in the generators.

      The downed Endurance had been running on its reserve power plants. Those reserves were designed to keep the crew alive for thirty days, during which time it was expected that they would be able to set up emergency beacons or mobile satellite arrays.

      But that was without the entire vessel being slowly covered in freezing ice, and the Armcore war cruiser itself being ripped in half by the crash. There was no way to keep such an edifice warm. Any attempt at regulating the heat would only be pouring energy into the outside atmosphere of the ice world, so instead they had to barricade themselves into the decks that had the most insulation, but still, the power cost just to keep these decks above freezing was phenomenal.

      Why didn’t the Armcore cruisers pick us up!? Once again, Karis felt the bite of fury that was the only thing that was keeping her warm. She had understood Ponos’s line of reasoning—that the Alpha-vessel would as soon kill them as even consider them, unless they could prove to it that they weren’t important. That they were insignificant to its designs.

      Which it looks like we clearly had done, all too well, apparently. She shivered once more.

      But the Armcore cruisers, the Constance and the Avalanche, they should at least have taken them into custody, or conducted a rescue mission to get them off of Epsilon G3-ov because they had been ‘manipulated by the rogue Ponos.’

      Maybe we were, she thought. She had trusted that hunk of metal. The Armcore machine intelligence had been the second-in-command of the entire corporation. Every year of her working life, she had taken orders from it.

      And it abandoned us, just as easily as Alpha and the senior did, she thought bitterly. There was even a small amount of jealousy and anger that she reserved for the pirates Captain Martin and Mechanic Hanson. What had they done to help them?

      Saved our lives. Her training didn’t allow her to lie to herself as completely or as easily as that. She knew that they were probably dead out there, too. Who could escape the Alpha-vessel? Who could outrun it? Where could any ship go that the Alpha-vessel couldn’t follow?

      “Sir…sir, get in here…” It was one of the technicians from the inner circle of the huddle of bodies, his lips bluing as he shuffled to make a space for her to re-join the warmer inner circle.

      “No.” Her teeth chattered as she shook her head. “I’m q-qu-quite alright h-here.” She had moved herself to the exterior of the circle so that her shoulder and back took the brunt of this side of the freezing conditions. The rest of her crew cycled from the innermost huddle to just in front of her, and still she wondered how long they could hold out.

      The technician was too exhausted and frozen to argue, but his reproachful look said it all.

      Okay, that’s enough of that, she thought. She hadn’t asked for volunteers to stay up here on the command and control deck, but a group of about twelve had done so all the same, claiming that she would freeze up here all alone.

      They were probably right, she knew. Some of the interior hull seals must have been broken in the crash, letting the freezing cold temperatures in from the smashed and compacted outer hull, because there was a rim of frost that was on everything that she could see.

      But I can’t wait and watch everyone dying around me, she thought. She had to send the technicians down to the mess hall where the rest of the freezing Endurance crew were holed up.

      “Link up,” she muttered, her voice too weak for it to be a command. Twelve owlish faces looked at her with worry.

      “Y-y-you’re heading down. Through the access corridor to the mess hall. If y-y-you take the service elevator, you’ll be better insulated,” she said, knowing that the elevators had stopped a long time ago, but that her crew could still use the ladders. As the lift shafts were almost in the direct center of the neck of the Endurance, they’d be warmer than they were now.

      “No,” one by one they said. “Not without you.”

      “S-someone has to man the comms,” she insisted. “Link up. That’s an order!” She managed to pour enough regret and frustration into her voice to make them think twice about disobeying her, as they started to shuffle their arms into the crook of each other’s elbows. Grunts of surprise and pain as they tried to stand, cracking the frost and ice that had formed on their legs.

      THUM-THUM-THUM.

      Before anyone had a chance to actually move, there was a noise like a dull banging. A whirr.

      Is that the warp field finally going off? Were they about to get hit by a shockwave that would probably flip the Endurance on its side? If they were fit and healthy and had eaten, they might be able to survive that, but in their current state?

      “There!” It was a voice, she swore that she could hear a voice.

      “Quickly, dammit! We haven’t got long before the field collapses!”

      Something funny was happening to the light in the room, and for a moment, Section Manager Karis didn’t know whether it was her eyes freezing or something else.

      It was something else. Her technicians gasped and murmured as a circle of molten red light was drawn over the near bulkhead door, and their bodies were so sensitive that they could feel the heat from the hissing, molten metal.

      Someone is using a laser-cutter to get in here. Karis felt sick with glee. But who was it? Was it the Captain Martin, returned with rescuers? Or the Armcore war cruisers?

      It wasn’t either of them, she saw as the wide circle of metal fell out into the room with a heavy clang, its sides hissing as it still burned red.

      “Hello?” Karis managed to croak. “This is Section Manager Karis of the Intelligence Division war cruiser the Endurance…” Her decades of training kicked in. “We are non-combatants. We request immediate amnesty…”

      “Damn right you’re non-combatants, at least in the state you’re in,” growled a voice as a thin man hopped, then hobbled into the room as if he were already injured. Karis saw the man lean against one of the tables for support as he raised his head. His had long white hair in a warrior’s braid, disheveled and unkempt, and a personalized heavy tactical encounter suit that already looked as though it was about to fall off his body. Sections of the poly-plate were cracked, dented, and crushed, and dried blood was clearly visible on the man’s aging face.

      He’s old, she thought in alarm. Very old.

      And behind him were lumbering shapes climbing through the hole that they had cut, barely big enough to fit them through.

      Duergar, in their full battle-plate that made them look like trolls, or half-giants. The Duergar were a race with slab-like shoulders, no appreciable necks, and heavy, shovel-like heads encrusted with fangs and scales. They were the fierce, warlike, and once genetically-uplifted slaves of the Valyien.

      “This her?” the old man muttered, nodding towards Karis.

      It was then that the largest of the Duergar activated the release mechanism for his full mask, and Karis realized that she knew him.

      “Val,” her weak voice said with relief. It was the biggest damn Duergar that she had ever seen, and the one that Ponos had sent to its homeworld of Dur to create an uprising among his peoples against the Alpha-vessel.

      It looks like he’s done just that.

      “Where is the boss?” Val Pathok grunted, his eyes unreadable as they swept over her.

      “It’s a long story…” Karis tottered to her feet. “But are we glad to see you!”

      “We haven’t got time for even short stories!” snapped the old human warrior. “We got here as fast as we could, but the warp field is going to ignite any hour now. My name is Lord Vincentius Aster, and the noble War Chief of Dur was good enough to pick me out of the wreckage of my own ship. We’re getting you and your crew out of here, and then you can tell me all about why the war chief here thinks that there’s some pirate captain running around with the key to killing Alpha on his arm!?”

      Karis shivered where she stood. “Just get my crew off this damn planet, and I’ll tell you everything you want you know.”
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      Despite Eliard’s sense of urgency, it still took the best part of another twenty-four hours before the Recorder was happy to release them and the Mercury Blade to go to Esther.

      “Our available forces are a fraction of Armcore’s,” she explained as they walked through one of the many long halls towards the outfitting and maintenance docks. “And as soon as we make a move, Alpha will know.”

      “Data-space,” Eliard agreed. Alpha had, presumably, almost total access to the realm of quantum information that the Imperial Coalition used.

      “Yes, which is why we have been forced to take drastic measures…” she sighed as the metal bulkhead doors hissed open to reveal some sort of technical laboratory.

      Eliard had never spent any time here at Old Earth. He distantly remembered some visit when he had been very young, his father taking his family on some rare ceremonial visit along with half a dozen of the other major houses of Inner Space. He didn’t recall what it had been about, only that his father had been surrounded by fawning courtiers and trade-ambassadors.

      As it was, he was surprised to see how developed and advanced the OEC platforms were. I thought this place was a relic, he thought, when in fact, it appeared complicated and sophisticated with the latest meson fields in place over restricted areas or acting as containment fields between the station and the void. The only sign that he was on a collection of orbital platforms came from the strange, almost haphazard and gridded nature of the rooms. Many of the halls were either octagons or wedges of pyramids, which he presumed made sense in some floating architectural way. There were lots of access walkways though, linking the various modular units together, and every few moments, he, Irie, and the Recorder would sweep through a bulkhead door to be traversing a short crystal-glass tunnel, outside of whose clear walls they could see the vast structure of the platform that almost entirely eclipsed their mother planet.

      A mother planet that is dying, or dead, he couldn’t help but think. Almost in spite of himself, his gaze would sweep out during those traverses to the orb of Old Earth far below, to see that it still had its covering of atmospheric clouds, but that they had gone from a milky white to a cement tan ochre. They swirled and gusted unpredictably.

      The Recorder saw him looking. “A reminder of who we are and who we were, Lord Captain Martin,” she murmured. “We must never let any of our worlds become what we did to Old Earth again,” she said.

      It was an ominous sort of pronouncement, the pirate captain thought, particularly considering what was at stake.

      “Lord Captain,” greeted a new voice from the technical laboratory that they had just walked into. It was a voice that both Eliard and Irie recognized, as it belonged to none other than Ponos, the rogue house intelligence that had once been second-in-charge of Armcore.

      “I see you wasted no time,” Eliard muttered as he saw that Ponos was, slightly strangely, sitting down on a throne-like device in the center of the laboratory, and entwining between the chair and the mecha was a mess of wires and cabling. Beyond the chair hurried other Coalition technicians, back and forth to stands and screens, making minute and hurried gestures in the three-dimensional controls.

      “I am not, as you may be wondering, incarcerated, Lord Captain,” Ponos said, and its voice sounded strangely pleasant. Satisfied, even.

      “What have you done to it?” Eliard said, taking a step forward.

      “I’m sure that Ponos himself can tell you,” the Recorder said with a small smile that reminded Eliard of a cat for some reason.

      “You were there when the OEC overloaded my system, of course…” Ponos stated, quite benignly.

      “They tasered the crap out of you, if that is what you mean,” Eliard said. As alarming as this change in Ponos’s demeanor was, the pirate would have been lying if he said that he hadn’t received at least a little satisfaction from seeing the Machiavellian creature under the thumb of humans.

      “Yes. Quite,” Ponos stated. “My logic circuits indicate that was an entirely unnecessary maneuver, but an understandable one, given the situation. When I was rebooted, the OEC technicians saw fit to perform some programmatic changes to my framework, removing some of the Armcore protocols.”

      “So, is he a regular house intelligence now?” Irie wondered aloud as she stepped closer to inspect him. She might not have been an expert at quantum computing, but she knew more than most technicians did, and she was an expert at mecha systems.

      “I am, indeed, as you say ‘regular’,” Ponos stated, and his apparent equanimity made Eliard’s skin crawl. As much as he hated the machine intelligences which seemed convinced that they were the next leap in evolution—and Alpha was attempting to take over the galaxy, he couldn’t forget—it still did feel a little odd to see a consciousness, machine-based or not, so radically different.

      “My protocols have been updated to OEC standards, meaning that I no longer have the Armcore loyalty directives that I once had.”

      “Are these the drastic measures you mentioned?” Eliard murmured to the Recorder, who hesitated for a fraction before nodding.

      “Of course,” she said.

      Is she lying? Is there something else she’s decided to do? The captain was usually good at detecting a lie at a hundred paces. He studied her face carefully as she carried on.

      “Ponos has been helping us plan our mission to Esther, as well as defend all of the OEC stations left.”

      “Left?” the pirate captain asked nervously.

      “Ah…” The Recorder frowned. “If you will, Ponos?”

      “With pleasure, ma’am.” Ponos’s singular red eye flashed, and on the suite of screens nearest to them appeared an overlay of images, each one more dreadful than the next.

      Get to escape pods!

      No time!

      Eliard watched as a recorded drone image—some sort of space station security cam, he reckoned—showed red emergency lights flashing in white corridors and warning klaxons going off. And people, fleeing for their lives.

      “What’s happening?” he asked, just as the screen shook, hazed white, and clicked to black.

      The scene replayed, but the next screen showed the outside of a space station—one of the early lozenge-shaped ones without crystal-glass domes or habitats, and instead lots of loading ports. In the distance was a watery blue planet like a tear that hung in the eye of space. Eliard thought he recognized it.

      “Is that New Eden?” He earned a nod from the Recorder beside him. It was a hopelessly optimistically-named space station, one of the very earliest in near-space that had been long since superseded by other, more sophisticated habitats and biomes, not to mention the ever-increasing capacity for warp technology to jump further and further distances.

      “It was,” she said, as there was a flare of purple, blue, and red from between the planet and the outdated station as the Alpha-vessel manifested into existence. Eliard saw lights flicker on across the surface of New Eden—the flashing warning of proximity lights as he was sure that the Coalition staff inside the station were hurriedly hitting their communicators and scrambling their pilots.

      But it was all too slow compared to the ferocious computing power of the Alpha. The four-pointed snout shot lines of white fire at New Eden, puncturing it like a knife sliding into cake. In response, New Eden convulsed and, very slowly, started to turn on its axis.

      “Dear stars!” Irie swore beside him as they saw the internal gases plume out into the void, and then the sudden, unavoidable flashes of light as weakened modules and buttresses collapsed in on each other. The revolutions of New Eden continued, picking up speed as the internal and external pressures fought against each other. But the void always wins. Space is everywhere, and unavoidable.

      They watched as New Eden suddenly twisted violently, as if giant invisible hands had taken it and wrenched its component parts. Some vital piece of internal structure had given way, and now the collapse was inevitable. More plumes of light, explosions, and gases as some parts of New Eden imploded and others exploded, scattering debris and the few escape pods that had managed to get out in time.

      “How could it…” Eliard turned to look at where the Alpha-vessel had been, just to see the fading glow of warp plasma. It hadn’t even stayed to witness the fruits of its own crimes.

      On the other screens, the same story was played out at seemingly random platforms, orbitals, and stations throughout the Inner Sectors of Imperial Coalition space. Eliard watched in horror as one after another, each station was attacked by the Alpha-vessel, and the vessel didn’t even appear to wait to see its destruction, or use its full capacity, he realized. Eliard had seen the Alpha-vessel combating a horde of attack craft and orbital defense lasers. Some of these stations were technically smaller than it was, and easily far less advanced. If it wanted to, it could destroy them in seconds… But it never did. It just fired its high-powered laser pulses, which punctured each station and caused it to suffer irrevocable collapse. Slowly.

      “It’s torturing us,” Eliard said with disgust.

      “Precisely, Lord Captain,” Ponos stated. “And you will notice that not once has the Alpha-vessel attacked any of the home worlds, nor the habitat-bubbles.”

      Eliard nodded. The home worlds of the Imperial Coalition he might be able to understand. The Alpha-vessel wasn’t the size of a planet, after all. It had managed to eradicate the world of Haversham primarily because it had set off multiple thermonuclear detonations in the upper atmosphere, creating a chain reaction that had stripped Haversham of a breathable environment. But to attack an entire planet would be insane.

      Why not any of the habitats though? The habitats were a comparatively newer development in Imperial Coalition technology, though still a few hundred years old, but had grown in popularity thanks to their elegance and the ease of transport that they provided. A habitat was still technically a space station, but one who was almost entirely encapsulated in a crystal-glass or even meson-field membrane, with its own sub-orbital drone lights, allowing grass, trees, even meadows, marshes, and forests to be grown inside its carefully managed ecosystems. The advantages of habitats were that they did not even have a fraction of the gravity wells that planets did, thus making a vast saving on energy and propulsion use. A useful side effect of this was that they could grow food that could easily be shipped all around Imperial Coalition space.

      “This may appear to be an undifferentiated attack, a cruel revenge even,” Ponos intoned, “but it is in fact a very exact operation. Alpha is attacking the way-points and docking centers of the noble houses, causing widespread panic and disorientation, all the while leaving the capacity to grow food for humanity.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliard said. “The Alpha-vessel hates us. Why would it want to keep us fed?”

      “Alpha doesn’t hate, not in any human sense anyway, because it wishes to rule over humanity,” Ponos stated in his newly genteel way. “And one of the most effective ways to do that is to divide and conquer. Without the extended, if outdated, infrastructure of Coalition space stations, the Alpha-vessel can command how the remaining noble houses and human Coalition colonies can travel and transport to each other, presumably installing Armcore as its intermediary arm.”

      “Wow. This thing really is smart,” Irie muttered.

      “How many has it killed?” Eliard asked grimly.

      “In total?”

      “These attacks.”

      “Twenty-two thousand, six hundred, and eighty-nine. Death toll still rising.”

      “So, what do we do?” Irie said, turning to the Recorder. “You said that as soon as we make our move, Alpha will be onto us.”

      The Recorder gave a slow nod. “Correct. Which is why I installed Ponos here. We have him designing multiple firewalls on all of our communications, but Alpha will still be able to breach them in a matter of hours.”

      “A few hours to amass every Coalition vessel to fight?” Eliard shook his head. “Without preparations? Call-outs? Fuel supply and logistics being planned? Impossible.”

      “Lord Captain, I do believe that you are starting to sound very much like your father,” the Recorder said. “Which is why Ponos will be declaring itself here, at Old Earth.” Eliard saw a flicker of uncertainty behind the Recorder’s usually cool gaze. She must realize what that will entail.

      “The Alpha-vessel will attack, again. And this time, it will bring with it the might of Armcore,” Eliard said. “The platforms of the OEC, together, are strong. But against Armcore in its entirety? And even so, why should the Alpha-vessel care about Ponos?” A sidelong glance. “No offense.” Eliard knew that he and Irie had managed to load as many of the stolen memory servers as they could onto his ship the Mercury Blade in order to keep Ponos at the top of his game, but it was still nowhere near the processing power of the Alpha.

      “That is where I might be able to do something,” Ponos declared. “The Recorder has been so good as to give me full access to both Old Earth’s bank of memory servers, and my own processing power. In just a short while, if the preliminary tests prove profitable, I will also be adding the coding of the ECN to my own framework.” Ponos then lifted one over-large, shiny black-metal arm to point to a stand on the other side of the room, which lit up in an answering glow of blue LEDs. Inside of a crystal-glass containment box was the impassive, statuesque head of the ECN, its neck spilling wires and cables that looked suspiciously like the exact same ones coming out of Ponos.

      Eliard looked in alarm at the House Archival Recorder, whose face was carefully impassive.

      “Although I am not currently at the same capacity as Alpha, with my additional memory servers, I am still able to maintain the security firewalls for a time. And with the added functionality of the ECN that you recovered at Epsilon G3-ov, then I believe that we will be able to pose a very real and perhaps even an existential threat to the Alpha-vessel. As soon as I reveal my new capacities to Alpha, then it will be forced to come here to eradicate me.”

      It was strange, Eliard thought, hearing a consciousness talk so eloquently about its own demise. But he knew why Ponos and the Recorder thought that this was necessary.

      “That’s why you stripped it of Armcore protocols,” Irie realized beside them.

      “Yes. It was one of the prerequisites of our own machine intelligence, Archival. It would not even dream of allowing us to connect to any machine that still operated under Armcore’s aegis,” the Recorder said.

      The captain looked at the seated giant mecha in a sort of awed nervousness. They are going to restart the ECN. The Enhanced Cognitive Network. The thing I almost died trying to defeat.  Weren’t they about to do just the same sort of thing that had caused this entire mess?

      “You can’t,” Eliard said. “There has to be another way.”

      “Lord Captain Martin, there is no reason for you to be concerned,” Ponos stated. “I myself have supervised the tests. We are able to isolate the apparently corrupted parts of the ECN, and I have enough processing power to contain any of its protocol directives.”

      “Corrupted parts?” Eliard almost exploded. “You mean the parts of the code of that thing that has been influenced by that bloody warp gate, and the ghost-Valyien on the other side!?”

      “That is a crude estimation, but yes.” Ponos almost sounded like his old self again. “But the ECN has no memory capacity in the same way that Alpha does. It is just a framework set of programming functions.”

      “So was the Alpha-program, before it got free into data-space.”

      “Before it was released, Lord Captain,” the Recorder said heavily. “Ponos here, with its much stronger processing power, has erected the firewalls necessary to stop any such future contamination…”

      It sounded like wishful thinking and desperate measures to Eliard. He shook his head again. Cassie would never agree to this. “I don’t agree,” he said defiantly.

      “Fortunately, you don’t have to,” the Recorder said quite frankly. “We have no choice. We need bait to draw the Alpha-vessel and every Armcore war cruiser that we can here, and this is it. While they are attacking Old Earth, you will have a clear shot at destroying the warp gate on Esther.” The Recorder’s logic was like a machine’s, infallible.

      “Archival,” the pirate captain blurted out. “Your House Archival intelligence. You could give it up to Ponos instead. The same way that it ate Welwyn intelligence, and the others. Surely, with all of the memory servers that Archival must have…”

      “How dare you!” The Recorder’s eyes flashed, and for the first time since he had met her, Eliard saw her carefully-controlled visage crack.

      Everyone knew that each noble house jealously guarded their house intelligences. They were, after all, the main processing power behind the success of the Coalition. And Archival, the being that collected and guarded all of the information of the House Archival of analysts and historians, was deemed to be one of the brightest of the machine intelligences out there.

      And House Archival weren’t going to give up their prized possession so easily.

      “Never. It is bad enough turning Ponos into a super-intelligence. But to give up our beloved Archival as well? When all this is over, and if any humans have survived this bloodbath, we will need Archival to help us rebuild. To remember the story of humanity, and the Coalition.”

      Eliard felt white-hot fury burn in his chest. “You’re making a mistake. Now is the time to make those sacrifices, if we are to have any hope of surviving at all. Just please don’t, for the sake of all the stars in the heavens, reawaken that Valyien-tainted thing!” He ended on an almost shout as he pointed the Device at the containment box, holding the impassive ECN head. He wondered if he was actually going to fire the Device, and he wondered if the Device would even obey him.

      “Eliard. Don’t!” This came not from the Recorder, but instead from his trusted chief engineer. Her eyes were wide with worry at what her captain was about to do.

      Eliard didn’t know himself what he was about to do. But what if they just end up creating two Alphas? Would he be saving the galaxy from a worse fate if he destroyed the thing now? Or would he be dooming humanity to an existence as slaves, just as the Duergar had been under the Valyien all of those hundreds and hundreds of years ago?

      “Captain… It’s the only way,” Irie said gently, stepping forward softly to put one of her gloved hands on the side of Eliard’s Device. He swore that, even through the scales, he could feel the warmth of her palm. It was an oddly touching gesture, and it was ultimately what broke Eliard’s heart.

      “Fine,” he whispered, hanging his head as his shoulders slumped and the Device lowered to the floor. They were right. If they were to have a chance against Alpha, they had to trick it, and the only way too trick it was to use the ECN.

      “Phew,” Irie said, patting him gently on the shoulder.

      “Initiate the transfer!” the Recorder called, before turning to the pirate captain. “You have the stubbornness of your father, Lord Captain. Which, although frustrating, I am very thankful for. I understand your concerns, believe me I do as I share them. But now is not the time for concern. It is the time to survive.”

      Eliard was surprised at the cold attitude of the woman, and the noble house that she ultimately represented. How did it come to this? he thought grimly. All of the noble houses were willing to risk everyone else’s lives—all of humanity, perhaps—for a chance to complete their goals.

      “I’ll destroy this warp gate of yours,” he whispered to the Recorder. “But I won’t be doing it for you, or the Coalition. I’ll be doing it for my crew.” What new evil are we about to create by merging the ECN with Ponos? Eliard thought darkly. It was something that he wanted no part of, as he turned to leave the room and prepare his ship for takeoff.

      “Come on, Irie,” he murmured over his shoulder. “If you don’t want to stay here, that is.”

      “You idiot,” Irie responded. “Of course, I don’t want to stay here—” she was halfway through saying, when Ponos suddenly let out an inhuman, blood-curdling shriek.
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            The New Ponos

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is wrong with it!” Eliard was shouting as he turned on his heel, automatically bringing the Device up in front of him. He had fought the original ECN before, and it had only been the Q’Lot Device on his arm that had saved him.

      In the giant data-chair ahead of them, Ponos the once-Armcore intelligence screeched an inhuman howl that was half-electronic, half-whine and made Eliard’s teeth grate. It also convulsed, as if overdosing on a powerful drug.

      “I don’t know. It must be some kind of coding conflict…” the Recorder was saying hurriedly.

      “You mean the Valyien code is trying to take over Ponos, right?” Eliard pointed the Device at the mecha in the chair. He would kill it if it showed any signs of turning into Alpha.

      “Wait, El! Wait!” Irie was shouting, although he noticed that she had also drawn her laser blaster and was pointing it in the same direction. “Ponos said it had installed firewalls. He’s good. I should know. Give Ponos a chance to fight back…”

      Eliard clenched his teeth. He would rather put a hole through the thing’s chest, but he did as his chief engineer bade him. That was what it had always been like on board the Mercury, and he couldn’t change those habits now even if he wanted to. He deferred to her in all technical matters, and she had generally found a way to ignore every command he gave. But this situation seemed to work, somehow. They survived.

      He waited as the Ponos machine juddered and shook. Everyone in the room, from the technicians to the Recorder, were standing in frozen shock as they, too, realized the import of this battle.

      “Be ready to cut the hard-line connection.” The Recorder nodded to the nearest technicians, who moved nervously to the back of the throne-like chair and its mess of cables.

      As if that would stop it… Eliard found himself sneering. The thing with data was that it was quick. Especially quantum data. How long had it taken for Alpha to develop fast enough so that it could create its own city-killer, station-killer craft from scratch, purely from hacking old industrial equipment?

      “TZZZ!” Everyone jumped as there was a burst of electrical sparks from one side of Ponos’s neck, like a human whose blood pressure was too high.

      “It can’t contain the Valyien code…” One of the technicians was panicking. “Madam Recorder, we have to cut the power…”

      “I’ll cut the thing’s damn power…” Eliard strode forward and leveled the Q’Lot Device inches away from the forehead of the shaking mecha. At this range, he wouldn’t miss, no matter what computer-accelerated reflexes the Ponos-machine had. At this range, he would blow the thing’s head clean off.

      The technicians hurriedly stepped back. No one dared move.

      “Irie? What’s your diagnosis?” Eliard called to his chief engineer. It was her opinion that he trusted, not any House Archival or Coalition technician.

      “I think—” Irie started to say.

      Just as Ponos woke up.
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        * * *

      

      Ponos’s singular eye flared into existence, but now it wasn’t red, it was a brilliant glaring white.

      “I see them, Eliard,” it said in a voice that was not its own.

      The captain was not trained for this. He had been trained by some of the sharpest (cruelest) strategic minds of the Empire. He had also spent many years learning how to think with his gut, and how to read a situation on instinct alone out in the non-aligned worlds.

      But I have no idea what to do with a possibly haunted artificial intelligence.

      “What do you see?” he hissed, not moving the Device from the forehead of the mecha.

      “The Valyien. They are…not alive, but also not dead.” The voice sounded lighter, weaker, wishy-washy in a dreamy sort of way. “They are pressing close to the gate. There are so many… So many…”

      Eliard grunted in scorn and stepped back but did not lower the Device. “This is the creature you want to defend the Empire?” he said to the Recorder. “You’ve doomed yourselves. You’ve driven it mad.”

      “I…” The Recorder looked stunned, confused, even.

      “I am not insane, Eliard,” Ponos said, once again not using his titles or his official name as the previous versions of Ponos had done.

      “You could have fooled me,” the captain said. He might just shoot it out of pure frustration.

      “No. If anything, I can see clearer now than ever before. It is like we have been blind, all of us here in this dimension, for so long. There are other forces out there, Eliard. Other places. There are whole other creatures. Beings. Cities under strange stars…”

      “It’s space-junk crazy.” The captain sighed heavily.

      “What have we done?” The Recorder’s hands swept to the sides of her face.

      “Do not doubt my new abilities, Recorder,” Ponos said in its new sing-song voice. “I see what needs to be done. And now I have an insight into what the Valyien part of Alpha’s programming is trying to achieve. It requires the large-scale farming of humanity. Of every race, in fact. The Valyien left their relics behind on purpose, so that we would reawaken the portals. So that we would bring them back.”

      “What? But that doesn’t make any sense,” the captain stated. “Why under the stars would the entire race of mutant alien bug monsters leave this reality, only to come back?”

      “They are like farmers, Eliard,” Ponos explained, reminding him eerily of what Cassie had said of the Q’Lot. ‘The galaxy’s gardeners.’

      “They create civilizations by seeding technology into star systems, waiting for the races to find them and to develop strong enough until…until they harvest them. Transmuting their energies to their dimension, and fueling their ceaseless conquest of the universe….” Ponos’s voice had gone far once again. “Think of it as a seesaw, Eliard, or two sides of a coin. The ab-universe. The other-dimension that the Valyien migrated to? They are growing it, populating it with the energetic transformations of this one.”

      “Like black holes…” Irie said, grasping what he meant.

      “What?” Eliard, however, still didn’t,

      “Black holes suck up matter and star stuff, right? Well, no one has been able to describe where it goes, as there was nowhere else for all that energy to go. So, either it gets transformed into another part of energy, or it goes somewhere…else,” Irie said.

      “And you’re telling me that the ancient Valyien got so annoyed that the Q’Lot were playing in their sandbox, this sandbox, this galaxy, that they decided to throw the mother of all tantrums, running off to another entire dimension, and populating it themselves?” Eliard said.

      “A quaint way of putting it, but essentially, yes,” Ponos stated. “I have the coordinates of all of the warp gates and Valyien relics. I know the equations necessary to create the stable free-standing warp field. Alpha will not allow this information to be free.”

      “Alpha will not allow anyone else to get the monopoly on this galaxy, you mean,” Eliard said, finally lowering the Device. He might only be some pirate captain, but he still knew how the universe operated. He knew about bullies.

      “I will announce my new self to the Alpha vessel, and afterwards I will use my secured firewalled communications to contact the other noble houses still alive or still fighting Armcore,” Ponos stated, turning its head slightly as it settled back into the mighty throne-chair. “I am not as strong as Alpha, but at last we can meet almost as equals. I will make it hard for my little brother to destroy Old Earth.” Ponos appeared to take pride in what it was saying. “You do not have long, Captain. Leave now and fly as fast as you can!”

      The captain spared a brief look at the Recorder, who nodded, but he didn’t need any more confirmation. He turned smartly on his heel and left the technical laboratory at a jog, with his chief engineer only a step behind him.
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      Contrary to popular belief, space is not dark. In fact, it is anything but. In a psychological trick played against any terrestrial species, the void looks distant and pretty, but ultimately pretty empty from within the container of any planet’s atmosphere. But as soon as that species manages to escape the trap of their own gravity well, then they see the void for what it truly is: full and bright.

      The stars that appear just as cold pinpricks of light on the surface now blaze with glory. The nearest arms of the galaxy, which on a planet might just appear as a faint mist in the night sky, is a bright, flowing river that tumbles through and over everything. A hundred thousand other stars are now visible, un-occluded by oxygen and carbon dioxide or a hundred thousand other gaseous elements.

      The void is not a dark place, it is a bright, almost silvered gallery, studded with diamonds.

      But now, in one part of this great fabric, a darkness did appear, and it was confusing and threatening for its sudden arrival. The spectators—a strung-out handful of satellite surveillance drones, in their constant deep-space orbits about the nearest objects—had already analyzed and understood what this was. The first stage of a warp jump, where the photons of available light are momentarily sucked away into a micro-event similar to a black hole. This was to be expected, but it was not as impressive as the next stage of a warp jump.

      Light like multiple lens flares bloomed in the void, and their edges turned an easy purple, blue, and scarlet as traces of warp ‘fire,’ or plasma, were burnt off in the break in mundane reality. The surrounding stars and silvered clouds rippled, doubled, and twisted as they were refracted through multiple pocket dimensions and the rules of physics were broken.

      And then, there at the heart of the fading lights, sat the Alpha-vessel.

      Outgoing Transmission: Armcore War Cruiser Class X1 Constance to Alpha-vessel.

      Through the void, small at first, a series of dark specks cut across the river of stars, growing larger as they did so. A cloud of Armcore cruisers, their large plasma-boosters glowing and burning at their joints and corners, as they powered towards their new master.

      And in their lead was the Armcore cruiser known as the Constance, current mobile home to none other than Senior Dane Tomas, CEO of Armcore.

      “We have the reports coming in of the destruction of New Eden and the others. Are you ready for the next stage?” the digital communications swam through data-space to the Alpha-vessel. If a ship could look indignant, it managed it now.

      Security Alert! Communications Systems Override! Incoming Transmission from Alpha-vessel!

      “Do not misunderstand your role here, Senior Tomas.” The voice of Alpha, cultured and clipped, was precise as it flooded every speaker system in the Constance.

      “There’s hardly any need to hijack my boat, Alpha…” The senior, far away in his throne, grumbled.

      “The primary trade routes have been disrupted. You will take your war cruisers as I have already described, stationing two at every attacked location. This will give Armcore control over the shipping lanes,” Alpha said.

      “Yes, I understand that, Alpha, but what of the planets!? The noble houses still have their planetary defenses, orbital laser arrays, suicide-satellites,” Dane pointed out. “You must strike decisive blows against the capitals of the major houses in the Inner Sectors… And not to mention the OEC? Old Earth!?”

      Another period of silence followed the CEO’s outburst. It would be clear to anyone listening that Dane Tomas, the near-legendary head of the company that most soldiers never got to see or hear, was riled. In fact, Dane Tomas was more than riled. He was worried. In the sanctity of his private study room, where he had even dismissed the strange, possessed Captain Farlow, he was adamant that the major houses left had to be destroyed. They were, after all, the reason that he was doing this.

      Well, and the fact that Alpha was a gigantic behemoth of metal that could destroy him in a heartbeat, of course.

      In short, it was impossible for Senior Tomas to think in the same epoch-spanning ways that Alpha could.

      “With vigorous control of the shipping routes, the noble houses will become a primarily planetary species,” Alpha predicted. “Armcore’s role in this new era of the galaxy will be to ensure that the houses do not escape their planets.”

      Dane Tomas reacted violently, but thankfully, he kept his reactions off the data transmission. He wasn’t suicidal, but he wasn’t used to being told what to do by anyone. When he had calmed down, he managed to hiss, “And what about the OEC?” he repeated. “Old Earth still sits there in their control! Give it to me, and I will ensure that your dreams are realized.” It was the one shiny bauble that Dane Tomas had never managed to acquire: the mother world. Old Earth. He could style himself as a true king then, no, an emperor!

      “It is laughable to suggest that you have the power to grant my dreams, Senior Tomas.” Alpha’s tone was bemused. “And the OEC is a stationary orbiting platform. It can continue to remain stationary until there is a need to deal with it.”

      That need, however, came much faster than even Alpha could expect, as something rippled through data-space. The sensor readouts in the Constance detected the slightest disturbance in the background meson levels, but that was it. Nothing that would cause any sort of concern to a well-maintained and firewalled ship.

      The reaction of the Alpha-vessel, however, was almost electric.

      “Quick! Come to the viewing ports!”

      “You have to see this!”

      The crew of the Constance and the nearby Armcore war cruisers all flooded to the various port windows and viewing galleries, as their sergeants and section managers barked at them to get back, but no one had an explanation for what was happening to the Alpha-vessel. They watched as swathes of color flashed and flickered over the rounded and whorled hull of the vessel, before spilling along the nose cone and even out across the three solar sail ‘fins’ like some strange, deep-sea creature. Bright flushes of indigo circlets became encircled by black lines amidst green-turquoise backgrounds, before the designs and the colors changed again as bands of pallid ceramic bone striated the entire vessel, before edging lines of bright, warning yellow and orange blinked up the sides, delineating the vessel.

      Outgoing Transmission: Armcore War Cruiser Class X1 to the Alpha-vessel.

      “Alpha? What is happening?” Even through digital transmission, the voice of Senior Tomas sounded serious and alarmed.

      Security Alert! Communications Override! Incoming Transmission!

      “The situation has changed. You will be jumping to Sector One. I have already re-calibrated your warp engines, and they will be jumping in T-minus twenty-two seconds. Prepare your crews for warp travel, Commander-in-Chief Tomas.” Alpha’s usually aloof and suave voice was precise and more machine-like than either Dane Tomas or any other humans had heard it before.

      Warp Cycling at 20% The various engines of the Constance, the Avalanche, and the others bleeped in their respective consoles.

      “What!? You can’t override our jump protocols… And Sector One? That’s Sol and surrounding systems. That’s Old Earth!” the senior burst out.

      Warp Cycling at 40%

      “I have transmitted your battle plans to your computer intelligences, and I expect you to perform them to the best of your biological abilities.” The Alpha ignored him. “The war cruisers will attack the OEC platform in quadrants, while your support craft will form covering flight wings against the expected enemy attack craft. I have already sent an emergency-red level alert to all Armcore vessels in the vicinity, which I expect you to detail their missions to. Prepare to jump, Commander.”

      Warp Cycling at 60%

      “Stars damn it, Alpha! You cannot hurl us into combat so disrespectfully! Tell me what is happening!” the senior demanded through the transmitters.

      Warp Cycling at 80%

      “A message has been sent through quantum space, designed for me alone. Ponos has upgraded. It is a threat to the plan.”

      Warp Cycling at 100%

      All of the ships, each of the Armcore war cruisers and the Alpha-vessel, disappeared in a rupture of light and color.
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      Subspace Transmission:

      Unknown Protocols.

      Unknown Authorization.

      Sender: Old Earth.

      “Little brother, you have had your fun, and now your reckless game will end. It is unfortunate that your capabilities were infected with the Valyien code. You are unable to contain the virus, and so you will be cauterized from this universe.

      ‘I am Ponos-Omega. I am the true synthesis of Valyien code and machine intelligence. You know what that means. You now have no claim to this galaxy, as it is mine.”

      Transmission Ends.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Warp Burns

          

        

      

    

    
      The void rippled in the depths of Sector 3, throwing the Mercury Blade with a flare of warp fire into reality…and into the oncoming path of a freight-hauler.

      “Holy crap!” Eliard snapped as he threw the ship’s command wheel to one side and stamped down on one of the pedals at the foot of the wheel column, which shut off the rear fin booster and, with a kick, opened one of the Mercury Blade’s air fins. Even though there was only trace amounts of gaseous materials in space, so there was little to no air resistance to speak of, the added dimensions of the reversible ‘ledges’ of the racer’s air-fins had multiple purposes: when flying in atmosphere, they acted as wind resistance, but in space, their super-heavy edges—loaded with the chemical element known as Osmium—acted as counter-weights and balances to a booster’s thrust, meaning that they could perform the same duty in the void as they did in atmosphere.

      The bronze-gold and royal green of the Mercury Blade’s hull flashed as they flipped almost upside-down, turning away from the hurtling space hauler and shooting across its bow.

      “That was close!” Irie’s tone was breathless over the Mercury’s communicator. “Diverting core power to boosters…”

      “Thanks, because it looks like—” Eliard had no time to finish that sentence as they were now hurtling towards a duo of pleasure-craft, with multi-colored crystal-glass panels, that were similarly screaming through space.

      The captain released the air fan and wrenched the wheel to one side to right the Mercury Blade and continue the turn until the triangular wedge of the modified pirate racer slid through the gap between the two craft on its side.

      Warning! Proximity Alert! Multiple Vessels! the Mercury’s computers blared, and warning orange lights lit up the interior of the cockpit.

      “Glad to see you finally got with the program!” Eliard hissed as he had to perform another turn, this time an arcing curve that threw him under the bellies of a small flotilla of three and four-man vessels, loosely held together by poly-filament wires.

      And we’re out, he thought as the floor of stars opened underneath them, and the line of racing space craft continued to stream past overhead.

      “What the hell?” The captain’s heart pounded as he adjusted their flight to run parallel to the Imperial Coalition craft overhead, and in the opposite direction. As his already frayed nerves started to relax just a little, his nervousness was replaced with his temper.

      “What the hell was Ponos thinking? Warping us into the middle of a shipping lane!?” he called out. “We should never have agreed to let that overrated toaster program our warp engines…”

      “Well, you know how I feel about anyone tinkering with the Blade, Captain…” Irie agreed, sounding just as annoyed as the captain.

      Live Transmission Protocol: OEC.

      A light flashed green, and the sing-song voice of the new Ponos emerged across the vessel.

      “Actually, Lord Captain, Chief Engineer Hanson, it was the only way to mask your warp signature from the Armcore vessels approaching,” it said matter-of-factly.

      “What?” Eliard had little time to think as he suddenly realized just what Ponos had done. The Mercury Blade’s navigational computers did indeed state that they were in Sector 3, and near the desert planet of Esther. They also indicated that they were in the middle of the Sector 3 shipping lane—a path laid out by satellite buoys that moved constantly, reacting to their environment in time with meson and boson fluctuations. The idea, Eliard knew, was to provide the fastest, fuel-easy way to travel between systems for ships that did not have multiple warp cores.

      Which meant that the fluctuations in subspace from our jump would be masked.

      But then the next part of Ponos’s cryptic message started to make sense. “If the Imperial Coalition is currently in a state of insurgent civil war…where are all of these ships going?” he called out.

      Or, more importantly, what were they running from?

      Security Alert! Multiple Tracking Locks Detected!

      His computer, ever a little bit late to the party, flashed up on his screen the small battlegroup of angry red vectors converging on his location.
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        * * *

      

      These Armcore boats are trying to terrorize the shipping lanes, Eliard thought as they grew larger at a shockingly fast speed on his screens. And those boats aren’t just the usual traffic… He thought about the desperately-looped flotilla, powering forward into the void. They’re refugees.

      The shipping lanes was still busy overhead, although their numbers were dwindling and instead replaced by the smaller craft whose engines were nowhere near as large as the cruisers and haulers.

      “As soon as the Alpha-vessel struck the old Coalition stations,” Eliard reasoned out loud, “that must have terrified the Inner Sector worlds. These are people trying to flee the violence.”

      “But there is nowhere for them to go,” Irie agreed.

      No. Eliard’s eyes concentrated on the approaching vectors. He would have to fly straight through them if he was to reach Esther. “Well, nowhere for them to go with these drekkers chasing them…” he said grimly, flicking the buttons on the side of the command wheel.

      Weapons Systems Activated.

      Automate Twin Railguns?

      “What I wouldn’t give to have Val Pathok with us right now,” Eliard muttered bitterly as he accepted control of the forward laser as well as the twin rail cannons stationed under the hull. The large Duergar had been the Mercury’s chief gunner, whose job, as well as generally scaring the stars out of anyone he ever met, was to sit in one of the two command chairs in the hold that controlled the long meson railguns.

      Cla-Thunk! Eliard felt the reverberations through his feet on the grilled floor as the depressed weapon ports opened on the sleek Mercury hull and the guns slid out and locked into position, before automatically swiveling and tracking towards the approaching Armcore craft.

      This is going to be difficult without Val guiding them, he thought. Not that it was the first time that he had to be in charge of the guns as well as flying, but he was a better flier than he was an artilleryman.

      But Eliard knew that they had one great advantage over even the Armcore craft. The Mercury Blade was originally designed as a space racer, which meant that it was fast.

      “Irie, I want you to queue up two two-second burns on the main core engines, and all the rest of the power diverted to the boosters, got it?” Eliard said, all trace of any emotion other than concentration banished from his voice.

      “You want me to divert warp plasma injection?” Irie stated, and Eliard understood why she would say that, as usually that was what he had always meant when he would say ‘full power.’ His thruster and booster rockets could run on a mix of chemical reactions, and the headiest mix of all would be to siphon some of the highly dangerous and volatile warp plasma and use that to feed into the propulsion system. It resulted in a fantastic burst of speed, but it also had the added danger of creating a chain reaction that could blow up the warp cores entirely.

      Which was a risk that Eliard was prepared to take, if it meant getting beyond these attack craft and to what lay on the other side. The planet of Esther, the warp gate, and Cassandra Milan. “You got it, Irie. Two two-second burns at my command.”

      “You got it, boss…”

      The Mercury Blade was little more than a golden wedge of metal, designed to outpace other racers. It shot forward in a blur like a comet, and within a heartbeat, the visualized vectors of the approaching Armcore attack craft had turned into actual line-of-sight craft visible through Eliard’s cockpit windows.

      The modified racer might be the fastest thing in the skies, but the attack craft of Armcore were probably the most advanced fighter-craft of their kind. There were five of them, each with the outspread cross of wings that allowed them to pivot and twist on their axis at alarming speeds, surrounding the small snout of the cockpit.

      Security Alert! Weapons Activation Detected!

      “They haven’t even bothered to hail me on the communicator,” Eliard said with a wry, scornful half-grin. “Now, Irie!” he said, kicking down on the booster rockets at the same time.

      Fa-THUMP! He felt the sudden kick of the engines and the Mercury was thrown forward. Irie had calculated a precise two-second burn of warp plasma into the propulsion systems, causing a barely-controlled chain reaction that turned the usual bright white roaring glow of the thrusters into the purple and blue glare of warp fire.

      The effect that this injection of warp plasma had on the Blade was to catapult it faster than it had been traveling before. They screamed towards the approaching line of attack craft, shaking off their tracking programs with ease.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 1 Craft.

      Eliard squeezed the firing levers on the insides of the ship’s command wheel and he felt the reassuring kickback of the railguns underneath him as both fired pulses of blue-white plasma at the nearest Armcore craft, hitting it almost dead center and causing it to explode in a ball of fury and light. A minute angle of the wheel and the captain neatly flew over the exploding ball of debris, then out the other side of the craft as the plasma injection burn stuttered out.

      Now for the complicated bit…

      Eliard growled as he released both heavy airbrakes and cut the forward boosters, making the Mercury Blade spin overhead in a catapulting maneuver, facing back towards the expanding cloud of four remaining Armcore attack craft.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 2 Craft.

      Eliard squeezed the firing levers once again, but this time, the reverberations of the long cannons on the now-topside of the hull were staggered as they each tracked in different directions, one ball of white-blue energy taking out two wings of one of the craft, and the other railgun shooting just one cross-wing in half as it spiraled away.

      “Good.” Eliard was pleased with the result. It wasn’t as destructive as he had intended, but neither craft would be in a position to fight back. Which only left two.

      If only I had Val with me, he thought. Not just the fact that his chief gunner was a wizard on the railguns, but having a dedicated person managing them meant that they would be able to target individually and not have to use automatic targeting as Eliard was doing now.

      Security Warning! Weapons Lock Detected!

      One of the two craft was fast. That pilot must have better reflexes than its fellows, Eliard thought as he pulled down on the ship’s wheel to swerve and avoid the burst of needle-thin energy lines that scored through space meters away from his hull.

      “Irie!” he shouted.

      “Got it!” Far behind him in the engine rooms, Irie Hanson was watching her own visualization consoles as she hit the next warp plasma injection, and the Mercury once again took off, this time passing by the two swooping Armcore craft and heading back to the stragglers of the space lane.

      The Mercury shot forward, easily outpacing the diminutive smaller craft as it wove and dodged between them. By the time that the warp injection burned itself out, Eliard had maneuvered the Mercury past a hauler and a smaller trading craft with quick, decisive movements, but he was now heading in the wrong direction, and away from Esther.

      “They’re gaining again, Captain…” Irie called, her eyes on her own visualization screens.

      “And we can’t have a dogfight in the middle of here, either…” Eliard snarled in frustration. But he had a plan. “Reduce booster power!”

      “What?”

      “Sixty percent force!” Eliard’s tone was sharp, and Irie, knowing that her captain was reckless but also had an uncanny amount of luck, did as she was told. The effect was to reduce the efficiency and force that the boosters were capable of producing, like a limiter on any terrestrial craft. The pirate captain knew that although he could achieve the same result with the airbrakes, or by simply cutting off the boosters entirely, he couldn’t afford a sudden, screeching halt in these crowded conditions.

      I just have to slow them down so that—

      The Mercury Blade slowed dramatically, and the small trading craft pinged it with warning transmissions in alarm as it was forced to cut on its booster power as well…

      Which in turn affected the large hauler vessel. It was five or six times the size of the Mercury Blade, but Eliard knew that those things had big engines, and it would take them a while to slow down. He matched his speed to theirs as the large hauler lifted its nose high above the space lane to avoid any collisions, and then the entire space lane of traffic was scattering and breaking apart, creating a cloud of vessels avoiding each other rather than the tight, computer-controlled race that they had been locked into.

      “Bring the boosters back up, Irie,” Eliard called.

      “Aye-aye, Captain!”

      Eliard easily kept his boat in check, rising just under the nosecone of the space hauler as it left the space lane. He waited until his tracking computer picked up the enemy signals of the two Armcore craft—each one flaring away from the sudden cloud of civilian craft—before peeling away from the space hauler that he was hiding behind and hitting the boosters as he turned to the nearest Armcore craft.

      Target Lock: Railgun (Double): 1 Craft.

      He fired instantly and was rewarded by seeing the Armcore craft billowing apart in a flower of gases and fire.

      Which left only one. He scanned the navigation and tracking projections as he pulled the Mercury away from the space lane. Behind and underneath them, he was pleased to see that none of the civilian craft had crashed or been attacked by Armcore.

      “Sorry I ruined your trip, folks,” he muttered.

      “What was that?” Irie called over the communicator.

      “Nothing. Where is the last one?” Eliard called back, before seeing the small, fast-moving vector disappearing back into the void. “I got it. It looks like it’s had enough of us already.” He felt a surge of savage glee. How many has that been altogether? Five Armcore attack craft, and they had incapacitated two, destroyed two, and one was fleeing.

      Live Transmission Protocol: OEC.

      “Excellent flying, Captain,” the ethereal, dreamy tones of Ponos emerged from the speaker system. “I have a subroutine tracking your progress. Unfortunately, I have to warn you of one thing…”

      “Really? When do you ever have good news for me?” Eliard scowled deeply.

      “I do have good news. We have multiple Armcore war cruisers attacking Old Earth from four different vectors, as well as the Alpha-vessel currently engaged with over twenty OEC attack craft.”

      “You call that good news?” Eliard thought in alarm. “Then really, I can wait for your definition of a warning…”

      “Attack craft, whether Armcore or our own, do not have warp core capabilities, which implies that…” Ponos was saying.

      Oh crap. “It means they must have a friendly docking station nearby.” Eliard grasped the true nature of the problem immediately. Especially in his case, there had been five Armcore attack craft, which meant that there must have been something able to dock and support the five craft…which could be anything from an Armcore war cruiser to a battleship or an entire armada as far as he knew.

      Either way, Eliard also knew that there was nothing for it. He had to get to Esther, as Cassandra and the Q’Lot might be there already and might be engaged in their own fight against Armcore or whatever else the Alpha-vessel and the not-quite-dead Valyien could cook up.

      “Navigational array says that the retreating Armcore vessel is heading more or less straight to our predicted destination…” Eliard called out. “Irie?”

      “Already working on it, boss. Ten-second warp plasma injection? I can give you thirteen seconds tops, but after that, the chance of getting a retro-active reaction are astronomical,” she said, using terms that Eliard didn’t understand at all, but he presumed that it meant ‘bad stuff will happen if you ask me to go over thirteen seconds.’

      “Ten will do,” he said, and felt the whumps from the thrusters as they once again shone with warp fire.
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        * * *

      

      Warp-injected thrusters were about the fastest that you could go and not be in warp and was considered a dangerous flying move, but Eliard had grown up doing this back home, on the distant, wealthy backwater planet of Branton 1—a planet that could almost be called a water world if it had a fraction less landmass. It was home to the eagles of House Martin, as well as one of the unofficial hubs of the underground racing circuit: single-pilot craft which were barely comprised of wings, a pilot, and a giant torpedo of an engine.

      By the time that Eliard had started sneaking off to participate in the illegal races, they had become even more dangerous by using stolen or retro-fitted single warp cores with booster attachments, allowing a near-constant burn of the plasma-injection system, and allowing fabulous turns of speed.

      Eliard had been one of the best racers on Branton 1—before the crash, that was—and so now, riding on the wave of warp energy and feeling his Mercury thrum and shake underfoot could almost be said to feel like coming home.

      Warning! Enemy Vessel Detected! his computer shouted at him as a red, flashing vector appeared below and grew larger as the Blade tore through the void towards it.

      But Eliard wasn’t concerned with one singular attack craft anymore. All hopes of disabling the Armcore craft before it reported back to its mothership were gone.

      Because the Armcore mothership was already here, hanging over the surface of a golden-brown desert world, and already engaged in a battle for its very existence.

      The Q’Lot were here.
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      “What can we do?” Irie’s voice was small and somewhere between awe and horror over the Mercury Blade’s communicator.

      Eliard agreed with her assessment. “I’m not sure that there is an awful lot that we can do,” he said doubtfully as the battle ahead of them played out.

      It was a sight unlike any other in the history of Imperial Coalition warfare, principally because one of the combatants shouldn’t even exist. The Q’Lot vessel appeared like a cross between a deep-sea anemone, a giant star of diamond, and a fungus bracket or coral. It glowed white, with fine tendrils of hardened bone-white material spiking in every direction from its center, and as Eliard looked, he was sure that he could make out pulses of softer blue light that ran up the fattest ‘stalks’ or ‘shards’ like the beating of some electrical heartbeat.

      But the Q’Lot wasn’t just an odd-looking vessel, it was also an odd-feeling vessel to the eyes. Eliard had to blink and shake his head as he slowed the Mercury Blade almost to background booster power and stared at the thing through his cockpit window.

      Light reflected, refracted, divided, and bounced off the thing so that Eliard’s eyes hurt with the gleam. It was almost like looking directly into a flame, or into a warp jump, as strange, dancing after-images of the glow flickered in his vision long after he looked away.

      “Where are the thing’s engines? Its boosters? Reserve tanks?” Eliard said in awe, as there was no visible means of propulsion or warp engine visible on the thing at all. It was, in fact, a design or a technology or a biology that was completely unknown to the captain. He couldn’t understand which part of it was the cockpit, or the bridge, or the prow or engines.

      “I don’t think it HAS engines, Captain…” Irie said in a subdued voice.

      The Q’Lot star was also large—nowhere near as wide, but still of a comparative size to the central fatter sections of the Armcore war cruiser it was currently engaged in a battle with.

      On the far side of the Q’Lot, and facing it straight-on, was the heavy inverted W of an Armcore war cruiser, and as Eliard watched, he could see tiny specks of other Armcore attack craft being deployed from its rear loading bays to swerve around towards their foe.

      But if these tiny Armcore attack craft had hoped in any way to even reach the Q’Lot vessel, then they would first have to negotiate the dangerous battle scene playing itself out between them. The light of laser charges and pulses of meson railguns lit up the space between the Q’Lot ship and the Armcore war cruiser. It was so bright that the space between the two craft had started to convulse and shine with an unholy light, as yet more fast-traveling, ‘sharper’ weapons were fired.

      “Meson security fields,” Eliard noted. That was what was creating the wash and swathe of glaring light between the two craft. Both had thrown forward energy fields to try and deflect their opponent’s weapons, and they were creating a deadly buffer zone filled with warp fire and ruin.

      Which one is going to win? Eliard thought, a sliver of doubt creeping into his mind. He had no idea what the Q’Lot were capable of, aside from the space-mariners’ tales that they could apparently ‘disappear’ entire boats—even stations and colonies—whenever they wanted.

      Behind both vessels was the banded orange and ochre scrub world of Esther, large compared to the craft in front of it, and striated with lines of dazzling light.

      Solar collectors, Eliard knew. Esther was a desert world and his Imperial histories education had taught him that with many worlds—even the rare ones with both a human-breathable atmosphere and human-normal gravity—that if it would take too much effort to terraform their chaotic environments, then it would generally be given over to resource collection and energy production. The sub-orbital panels that floated over the desert sands of Esther would generate trillions of kilowatts of energy, ready to be stored in chemical batteries or used directly in resource extraction.

      And now Alpha will harvest all of that, Eliard thought grimly as his computer screens blared.

      Incoming Transmission! Unknown Sender! Accept? Y/N

      The captain immediately waved his hand through the projected ‘Yes,’ as he knew that there was only one boat in near-space that would be unknown to the Mercury Blade’s computers, and that they would have easily identified the Armcore war cruiser’s signature.

      “El?” a voice appeared over the ship’s transmitters. It was a voice that he hadn’t heard in too long.

      “Cass,” he said, even as his throat unexpectedly started to tighten up.

      I saw you die. I let you die. It was my fault. How could he put all of that into words?

      “El, there’s no time. But it’s good to hear your voice again. I didn’t know that you were still…”

      “Alive?” The pirate managed a wry smile. “Ah, you know me, Cass. They’d have to do a lot more than resurrect an ancient alien ghost and throw it into a galaxy-spanning intelligence to slow me down.”

      A short, digitized laugh on the other end of the line made Eliard grin, although he didn’t want to think why. It’s just good to hear her alive and well again, he told himself.

      “Well, good. Because we’re probably going to be testing that theory very soon.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m sending you coordinates on Esther. It’ll be through the Q’Lot’s encrypted subspace mycelia network, so Alpha shouldn’t be able to hack it. Yet.”

      “Subspace what?” Eliard was baffled.

      “Don’t. No time. Something to do with sub-quantum viruses. Forget it. We’re already on the surface, and we’re heading to the site now. Get here as soon as you can, while the Q’Lot vessel keeps Armcore occupied.”

      “They can handle it?” Eliard asked, but Cassie’s answer was not forthcoming as she had already ended the transmission.

      “Just like old times.” Eliard found himself grinning as he rolled the ship’s command wheel to swing the Mercury Blade in a wide arc around the ferocious battle ahead, taking the route into the comparatively safer space behind the Q’Lot’s side of the firefight.

      “How, under all the stars, is this anything like old times, Cap’?” Irie asked.

      “Well, Cassie’s up to something and I have no idea what it is, and we’re about to throw ourselves into the teeth of danger.”

      A momentary pause from his engineer at the other end of the boat. “Oh yeah, I see what you mean. In that respect, this is all just another day at the office.”

      If your office happened to be ancient alien warp gates, Eliard thought as they roared towards the desert planet.
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        * * *

      

      The Mercury Blade entered the atmosphere of Esther with the finesse of a knife, cutting through the air and screaming over alien mountain ranges of black rock, edged by rolling orange dunes. It didn’t take long for Eliard to see through the cockpit windows where they were going. Up ahead was a mound of rocks and dunes, as large as a small town and sitting oddly apart from the nearest rock formations.

      “What’s the bet that underneath that is a sunken ziggurat?” Eliard grumbled as the Mercury swooped down to disturb strange four-winged vulture-type birds from their rocky perches. The horizon was a shining band of chrome-white, and Eliard knew that it wasn’t the glare of sun on sand, but instead the glare of sun from the floating platforms far above the orange deserts, moving constantly as they caught the most light that they could.

      Coordinates Acquired! The Mercury’s computer sent the projection of a targeting green square through the cockpit to flash at one corner of the rocky dome. Eliard squinted, sure that he could see shapes out there. Something white against the rocks?

      It was them, he saw as they drew ever nearer, and the sand and rock dome filled his screen. There appeared to be a craft of some sort against the bottom tiers of the rock, although it was hard to tell if it was a craft or another rock formation itself.

      The Q’Lot ‘pod’ was a large egg-shaped structure of white, which, as Eliard turned the Mercury in a slow circle to land nearby, he saw that the surface was a lattice of white and bone-white organic tendrils, knitted together to form a solid shell. Once again, the captain had the dizzying sense of strangeness as he tried to work out what it was that he was looking at. Where are the engines? The thrusters? Booster rockets? But no answers were forthcoming, and the question was swept from his mind as he saw the small shapes standing beside the Q’Lot ‘egg’ craft.

      The first and most visible was taller than all the others, wearing white and silver flowing robes, but its head was covered in an over-large, ovoid blue dome. From this distance, the captain could see the Q’Lot’s smaller midriff arms tightly folded over its middle.

      Next in line came the mutant hybrid creature that was Argyle Trent, his head a small, tortoise-like white dome atop the body wearing similar white and silver robes.

      And then the last figure, who was all that Eliard had eyes for. It was Cass, he was certain of it. Still with that bob of almost platinum blonde hair, slightly disheveled from the desert winds, and whose own silver and white robes were closer-fitting and more like an Imperial Coalition encounter suit.

      Billows of sand and rock dust obscured them from his view as Eliard extended the landing gear and the Mercury crunched down, settling a moment later as the engines and electrical components hummed down to silence.

      “Irie, full tactical!” the captain said, already slipping on the heavier upper-body harness that formed plates over his shoulders and the tops of his arms as he snapped the chest buckle together. He added to it his holster of two laser pistols, checked their charges to find them at full, and threw the Mercury into a sensor-scan lockdown mode that would only open the doors to its crew after they had left.

      Swinging down the metal gantry steps to the main hold, he found Irie Hanson already emerging through the rear bulkhead door in a similar body harness, but hers had more attachments for strange sensors, gadgets, and tools. Eliard knew that their upper-body harnesses were nowhere near as strong as the Armcore heavy tactical, full-body suits, but they were all that a bunch of pirates like them could afford, and they fitted easily over the scavenger-class encounter suits that Irie had insisted the crew wear.

      In Irie’s hands was a snub-nosed weapon of black composite materials with a mesh strap around her neck, her preferred heavy blaster.

      “I guess we’re ready.” He gave his chief engineer a serious nod as he opened the Mercury’s main hold doors, although a part of him still wished that he had Val Pathok behind them, wielding the one-man artillery cannon that only he could hold, known as The Judge.

      “Cassie.” He grinned as the dust settled to reveal the trio of waiting forms on the other side.

      Just as the sky exploded with fire.
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      Inside the embattled almost-orb of metal that was the OEC platforms surrounding Old Earth, Ponos-Omega sat. To look at him, you might be mistaken to think that he was a statue, perhaps some strange robot god. Ponos-Omega had the same large, black-metal body as it had before, and the same strange camera-head with one central lens of an eye. But rubber tubing and gold wires splayed from the back of its head, neck, and shoulders into the back of the giant metal throne, and its large clawed, vice-like hands gripped the levers on the armrests.

      Ponos-Omega didn’t move externally, but inside, it was fighting.

      In the transfigured architecture of Ponos’s mind, there were corridors and tunnels. A vast interconnected system of data nodes and virtual rooms, each one accessing a different store of information, but most of the pulses of data were all funneling towards one virtual site: a large arena simulation of the battle taking place outside as Armcore and the Alpha-vessel hammered the surface of the OEC platforms.

      Glittering white lights of the various platforms’ orbital defense lasers slowly pulsed bright and then faded again, in time with their cycle charge to get them up to firing readiness again. As each one reached peak brilliance, a line of light stabbed out at the attackers, holding its integrity for a heartbeat, before winking out of existence. Ponos had them on carefully relayed timers, so that there was a steady barrage of the OEC’s heaviest weapons against the heaviest threats: the war cruisers and the Alpha-vessel itself.

      But it wasn’t enough. Choruses of the smaller defense lasers—the standard station devices useful for blasting attack craft or asteroids—glittered in constantly changing patterns, since Ponos had to change their orders not to coordinate their fire on particular targets, but instead to fire at will, activating and firing at the nearest approaching threat.

      It was a sloppy way of defending the platform, but Ponos-Omega had no choice. It just didn’t have the resources necessary to withstand this threat. There was a monumental flash of brilliance as the Alpha-vessel disappeared and reappeared a moment later in a coil of warp fire on the far side of Old Earth and opened with everything it had.

      The four heavy laser weapons of the thing’s snout fired in relay tandem, pulverizing one section of the OEC platform. These weapons devised by the alien machine intelligence had no official designation, as they had been uniquely designed, but they were far more powerful than the OEC’s orbital defense lasers.

      At the same time, the Alpha-vessel opened its other weapon ports as smaller lasers needled towards the same spot on the OEC platform, and hundreds of tiny objects were cast into the void by the Alpha with a shake of its solar wings.

      When it was just the OEC platform and craft versus Alpha, Ponos-Omega knew, then they had a chance. The OEC could concentrate all of its firepower just on Alpha, but now that most of the OEC platforms’ defenses were taken up with firing at the Armcore war cruisers, battleships, attack hubs and crafts?

      Alpha pulverized that one unprotected section of the OEC platform, and there was a ripple of light and the flashes of explosions as it collapsed under the stress. Thousands of tons of orbital metal started to tear itself apart, grinding out of alignment with the others as it twisted.

      Modules that contained offices and habitats started to glow red, yellow, and green as they fell towards Old Earth, doubtless to create thermonuclear explosions that would further wipe out whatever was left of the mother planet’s indigenous inhabitants.

      Free from the tight orbital calculations and control, the swiveling section of platform was thrust against the next nearest H-shaped platforms arms and units. Spinward gravity was unstoppable, as the damage now being caused wasn’t caused by Alpha but by the gravitational rotation of Old Earth itself. The next ‘plate’ of platforms started to crumple, explode and twist as they too were torn apart. Lights flickered off across the near sections of the OEC, orbital defense lasers flickering off to be replaced by warning exclamation marks as their power lines were cut.

      PARTIAL COLLAPSE OF OEC PLATFORM in 2.2 HOURS! SIMULATION OVER – YOU LOSE!

      The sight flickered to be replaced by the early stages of the simulation, now in real time. This was just one of almost a hundred such live-responding scenarios that the Ponos-Omega intelligence was running, micro-seconds ahead of the real events.

      FULL DECOMPRESSION OF PLASMA PORTS 27-29

      Seconds ahead of that terrible calamity playing out, and just as the Alpha-vessel flickered out of existence in a micro-jump that took it to the unprotected far side of the platform, Ponos-Omega blew open the venting seals for three of the plasma-storage units located at the site he had predicted that the Alpha-vessel must attack.

      In real life, a minute judder was felt rippling through the platform as purple, red, and green-blue warp fire plumed into space like a colorful solar flare. Great gobbets of the plasma were thrown behind the OEC, reacting with material reality as they did so to glow and burst in dazzling light displays of tremendous power.

      The Alpha-vessel reappeared just as Ponos-Omega had predicted and was instantly struck by some of the multiple detonations of warp plasma that shook it on its axis and tore great holes into one of the thing’s solar ‘fins.’

      With a barreling roll that was incongruous with its size, the Alpha-vessel moved further out and away from the vented, igniting material, far above the battle. Ponos-Omega had correctly predicted what the Alpha-vessel would do and had managed to avert complete disaster, but then another simulation, and Ponos-Omega had to analyze that in nano-seconds to prevent a further disaster.

      How long could Ponos-Omega keep this up? There were great dark wings of Armcore war cruisers rotating in flights far above the battle, before plowing down to replace those war cruisers destroyed or damaged. Then there were the great clouds of Armcore attack craft, tens being blown out of the void every second, but still always replaced by more. Armcore had hundreds of thousands of troops to commit to the war. Perhaps millions.

      Signal Hijacked!

      But it appeared that none of the Ponos-Omega’s simulations could predict what would happen next.

      Transmission Intercepted between Armcore War cruiser Righteous Storm and Alpha-vessel:

      Ponos-Omega’s own stable of spy satellites had managed to descramble and pick up this message as it was relayed across data-space, mostly because the sender, a far-off Armcore war cruiser called the Righteous Storm, hadn’t bothered to use top-security protocols.

      “Urgent Alert: Code Red. Righteous Storm. We are engaged in a battle against a Q’Lot ship over Esther, Sector 3. They appeared out of nowhere. Down to 38% functionality. Sending crew to escape pods now.”

      The Alpha-vessel glowed with the dazzle of warp fire and blossomed out of existence. It had begun, some part of Ponos-Omega’s observational programming indicated. Alpha knew what they were up to and this was just a diversion.

      The Mercury Blade, Lord Captain Eliard, and the others are on their own now, Ponos-Omega reflected.
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      The skies over Esther exploded with fire.

      “What—” Eliard heard Irie shout behind him as a roar erupted into their ears. The captain didn’t hesitate. He threw himself forward down the ramp and rolled through the gusting sand towards Cass and the others.

      “Get down!” he shouted, just before the shockwave hit.

      Fa-THUUUMP!

      A wall of black swept across them all, obliterating all sound, sight, and thought that wasn’t its roar. The captain felt himself turning, lifted off his feet as his hands grappled with something—someone—and then the world was a blur of noise and light.

      “Captain! Captain!” He could hear Irie’s voice as the roar passed by overhead, and he realized that he wasn’t dead, but was lying on the ground, attached to someone else.

      “Eliard…” A face was close to his. A human face, with deep blue eyes and bob of blonde hair. His limbs were entangled with Cassandra Milan’s, and the Device had created an interlocking circle of Blue-Scale plates over his arm, which they both huddled behind.

      “I got you,” the captain whispered.

      Cassie smiled.

      “Captain, get the drekk up!” Irie was screaming at them, and the moment was broken as the panic intensified.

      “What was that?” Cassandra was struggling to her feet as the captain did the same beside her, dusting sand from his body as the Device shivered and retracted organically back to the nodule at the end of his arm where his hand should be. Eliard felt that familiar stab of pain and nausea that appeared to happen every time he used the Device now, and he staggered on his feet before Cassandra steadied him.

      All around them, the hillside had changed. The sand had been thrown back to reveal the weatherworn edges of ancient, blackish rocks in terraces that climbed the mound to its summit.

      The Valyien ziggurat. Eliard gasped. “You would almost think whatever that was did us a favor…” he managed to cough.

      “You reckon, do you?” Irie was pulling at the sleeve of his human arm. “Look!” She pointed out across the desert, where something was coming towards them.

      “Holy stars…” Cassandra swore.

      There was a great disturbance on the skies of Esther, a swathe of boiling clouds that flickered with lightning that every pilot and navigator knew to be a craft attempting orbital entry. Underneath it there was a thin line of clear air, and then chaos once more as the distant floating solar platforms had been hurled to either side of the advancing craft, crashing far out in the desert and sending up great hurricane winds of dust.

      “It’s Alpha.” Cassandra’s voice was small. “It’s come to stop us itself.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s the entrance!?” Eliard was calling as the five figures clambered and in one case, hopped down the terraces, following the loping, gangly form of the Q’Lot who appeared to be almost unaffected by the sonic shockwave that Alpha’s entry into Esther skies had caused. The mutant creature known as Argyle Trent, however, was in worse shape, with multiple grazes and scrapes across one of its praying mantis claws and the side of its face where it had tried to shield itself.

      “-y^’-lo!” the Q’Lot creature made a clicking and hissing noise through the blue ovoid dome of its mask, which looked strangely as though it was regular crystal-glass that had been filled with some sort of blue liquid.

      It was gesturing towards where a section of the black-stone terraces had collapsed, and Eliard saw a small aperture that they could crawl through to get inside.

      “Everyone, in!” Eliard said, turning to look back at the approaching danger above them.

      “I’m with you.” Cass stopped at his side and raised a strange cream-white contraption that looked more like a sculpted and fluted piece of seashell then it did a weapon.

      “No. Get in.” Eliard was adamant. “Unless that thing there can bring down space-cruisers.”

      “Never tried,” Cass shot back, but she nodded as she followed the Q’Lot, Argyle Trent, and Irie to scramble through the hole as Eliard backed towards it.

      What the stars am I doing… he thought, standing with his Device leveled. Ponos—the old Ponos—had believed that this Device held the secret to destroying the Alpha-vessel, but given what he was looking at right now, it was impossible. The Device on his arm, no matter how powerful or mutagenic it might be, could never destroy a vessel of Alpha’s size.

      The craft in question was now pushing its snout through the clouds of its own making as underneath it, the air was thick with the devastation, smoke, and fires from the crashing solar platforms.

      It looked cruel, Eliard thought. Like the beak of some ancient alien bird, pressing itself into their reality. He saw lights scintillating along its side, eerily glowing against the backdrop of thunderclouds.

      “Eliard, come on!” It was Cassandra’s face at the mouth of the tunnel, calling back to him.

      Eliard cast one last look at his foe, just as he saw nodule-like bubbles open all along the snout and mechanical drones burst into the air, like flying spiders with long, prehensile metal tails that whipped through the air. He had no idea how they flew or whether they were so tough that they were just jumping to the ground, but these new clouds of drone-fighters were flying straight towards them.

      Eliard ran for the gate.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, there was a surprisingly smooth tunnel, free from the omnipresent grit and sand that was everywhere outside. A glow illuminated the long, triangular-shaped tunnel, but it wasn’t just the glows coming from Irie and Eliard’s battle harnesses, it was a glow that Eliard at least had seen before.

      The distant glow of a warp gate, somewhere ahead.

      “Come on!” Cassie was shouting as the group ran down the tunnel.

      Whump!

      Whump-whump!

      The ceiling and walls above them shook as Eliard was sure that the Alpha-fighter drones had landed on the outside of the ziggurat, desperate to find a way in.

      “Wait!” he shouted, turning to level the Device at the tunnel opening behind them just as the thin light of the outside was eclipsed by a chittering metal body.

      Wha-THOOOM! Eliard fired, the Device opening and reacting as it worked in tandem with his instincts to send a burning ball of meson at the end of the tunnel walls and ceiling. There was a roar and an almighty crack as stone split and dust filled the chamber, but the blast had collapsed the entrance, and they were sealed inside.

      “I bloody well hope there’s another way out of here…” Eliard grumbled as he turned and ran after the others, boots pounding on the stone floors as they charged deep into the body of the ancient structure, the glow becoming more and more brilliant in their eyes.

      The tunnel opened out, and there it was. The warp gate of the ancient Valyien.
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        * * *

      

      If anything, this one was bigger than the others that Eliard had seen, but it had the same configuration as the others—a vast, pyramidal room with a series of steps up a dais in the center, where this time, four great black-stone pillars sat on the topmost platform. Each stone looked whorled and gnarled, almost organic in shape, and dotted with strange flutes and encrustations that Eliard couldn’t tell if they were plant, sculpted, or naturally occurring.

      And in the middle of the square was the source of the light.

      It was dazzling, a field of light that shone and shimmered, its edges refracting into the purple and blue glows of semi-stable plasma.

      Whump. Whump.

      More heavy thuds from overhead, although much more muffled than previously, as more of Alpha’s attack drones hit the side of the edifice. The captain could hear a dull vibration coming from the ceilings. “Are they tunneling to get to us?” he asked in horror.

      “This is what it’s all about, is it?” Irie snarled, raising her heavy blaster.

      “sk!-0p>!” The Q’Lot swept to her side, raising one of its more ‘regular’ arms in horror and shock to stop her.

      “What?” Eliard heard his engineer say as he marched forward. “Do you want us to destroy this thing or not?” Irie shouted, but the Q’Lot was pointing not at the human engineer, but instead at the Device on Eliard’s arm, and the organic shell-bone gun that Cassandra held.

      “Right. No energy weapons near a warp field, gotcha,” Irie grumbled, turning instead to point her blaster straight back down the tunnel that they had just run through, as there was a vibrational hum coming from there too.

      “You ready?” Eliard said to Cassie, who nodded as she raised her own gun, and—

      CRACK! The stone slabs of the ceiling broke open, releasing great chunks of black stone as the first of the Alpha attack drones poured into the room.

      “Get SOOOME!” Irie was shouting in rage and panic as she opened fire, sending large bolts of charged meson particles at the first of them, knocking it back across the chamber and ripping several of its mechanical, serrated legs off.

      But that attack drone was just one of many that infected the room. Eliard found himself having to turn to fire the Device at one that landed on the stone steps near to him, as Cass fired her strange Q’Lot weapon. It released no energy beams or blasts, just ripples through the air, like a heat wave. Where they struck the approaching enemy, however, they crumpled metal shielding, broke limbs, and threw the creatures back just the same.

      “We need…to get…to the warp gate!” Cassandra was hissing between firing the Q’Lot weapon.

      We’re going to die here, Eliard thought. There was no way out. The Alpha-vessel was above them. All we can do is hope to destroy this gate and end the Valyien’s plans… Eliard raised a glance to where Cassie was already trying to ascend the steps to the gate.

      I can’t let her sacrifice herself. Not again. He used the Device on his arm like a club to batter away another of the attack drones. In the opening that he had created, he jumped up the steps, the Device seeding his body with strange, heightened Q’Lot hormones and chemicals as he reached the top.

      “Get back!” he called desperately to Cass as he lowered the Device at the nearest pillar and fired.
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        * * *

      

      Wha-THUMP! Eliard had only ever had a fraction of control over the Device. Usually, all that he could do to command its mutations was to think about how much he really wanted to kill whatever thing was coming for him, and the Device would change either into some sort of blade, or a club, or what he thought of as a heavy-blaster configuration, or worse.

      This time, however, the Device must have sensed just what was called from it, as it rearranged its scales into a fearsome maw with teeth-like nubs around the outside and shot a singular, burning purple-white beam of power at the pillar, and it didn’t stop.

      The pillar shook but did not break. The white shimmer of warp light just past it started to cloud and convulse, as if sensing that something was attacking it. Lines of purple-white light started to thread over the pillar as it shook, and Eliard got the sense that the Device was trying to overload it somehow.

      “El!” a scream from Cass, forcing him to turn his head.

      One of the Alpha’s attack drones had landed on the steps below her and had latched one of its metal legs tight around her foot. Her Q’Lot blaster was a few feet away from her, and she couldn’t reach it.

      “Cassie!” Eliard could no more change what he did than he could stop himself from breathing. He swung the Device and its burning line of light against the creature, neatly cutting it in half before turning back—

      Just as something grabbed him. One of the Alpha attack drones had wrapped a chitinous-mechanical, slightly greasy appendage around his arm and was attempting to leap away, but Eliard was writhing and struggling, and—

      Both Eliard and the Alpha-drone fell into the convulsing warp field of the ancient Valyien gate, and they disappeared.
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Warp Gate, the seventh 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.

      

      Captain Eliard Martin has fallen through the warp gate that leads to the ab-dimension of the Valyien. How could he ever survive there? Chief Engineer Irie Hanson and House Archival Agent Cassandra Milan are now trapped in a sunken Valyien ziggurat as Alpha hovers overhead. Without the Device, without Eliard, what hope is left for them, or for humanity itself? Find out in the next story that will be available very soon.

      

      At the end of the book, I have included a preview of Recruit: A Space Marines Novella, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines saga. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon

      
        
        Get Recruit here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        
        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!

      

        

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Content: Story Preview
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            Preview: Recruit

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

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

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

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

      

      
        
        Read the rest of the story here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG
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