
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Insurrection

      Valyien, Book 5

    

    




      
        James David Victor

      

    

    
      Fairfield Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 Fairfield Publishing

      

      

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  Except for review quotes, this book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the written consent of the author.

      

      This story is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Prologue: Calculated & Predicted

        

      

      
        
          1. How to Start a War

        

        
          2. Dur

        

        
          3. Like Father, Like Son

        

        
          4. Interlude: The Burning of Haversham

        

        
          5. The Arena

        

        
          6. Cycles and Seasons

        

        
          7. Ko Herg

        

        
          8. The Greater Enemy

        

        
          9. Go. Come Back

        

        
          10. Uprising

        

        
          11. New War Old War

        

        
          
            Thank You

          

          
            
              Free Story

            

          

        

        
          
            Bonus Content: Story Preview

          

          
            
              Preview: Recruit

            

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Calculated & Predicted

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Imperial colony-world of Haversham, a boy with brown hair is running fast over the brow of a hill toward home. It is getting late, and the pink sky of his world is starting to burn a deep purple and red—not that the boy is worried. Haversham is set against the backdrop of the Eolaris Nebula, so the skies are always interesting hues.

      Little did he know that this evening’s sky really was a sign of tragedy and disaster. But how could he? For now, he is just a young boy from some minor Imperial Coalition merchant family, dressed in his white and silver encounter suit that he has managed to cover in the rich, fertile mud of the planet.

      “Keep up, Brig!” bleeps and whirrs the small creature that he is following giddily. The buzzdrone is little bigger than his hand, and, unlike the other larger and more sophisticated drones, he has outboard rotors that allow it to dance and sweep through the air as fast as a dragonfly. “You’re going to be late!” Buzzby, the drone, states as its protocols insists that it has to. Buzzby was programmed with a range of friendly procedures and mannerisms, but it was no machine intelligence. It had no awareness like the other, far greater beings in its species—Ponos, Sirius-23, Alpha…

      But for now, Brig and Buzzby are just two more creatures charging from the manicured parklands back to the settlement that is huddled below on the mouth of a great bay. Haversham is a calm world, a placid world for well-to-do guilds and traders. Nothing awful happens here.

      Until now.

      Clunk. There is a faint warning sound from Buzzby, and Brig looks up to see that his indicator light is flashing orange.

      “You’re running low. I should have charged you before we left this morning,” he said, reaching up to allow the dragonfly-drone to swoop toward his hand. Before it could finish however, the drone’s light flashed once, and it fell out of the sky, stone-cold and lifeless.

      Brig is shocked a little, and fear ripples through the young boy’s mind—an apprehension of darker things that are about to come perhaps, not that his young mind could grasp such foreboding. Stupid thing, the young child nudges his robotic companion with his sneaker and Buzzby just rolls a little way on the gravel. Knowing that he will get into awful trouble if he leaves it up here, Brig picks up the drone and holds it in his hand, before again starting to jog over the rise of the hill toward home. He should be able to stick Buzzby into the charging port at their villa before his mother even notices, he thinks.

      That is, if Haversham had any power at all.

      “What the…?” Brig’s sneakers slow on the gravel and dirt paths that lead almost straight to the door of his house. The sky is turning a deep purple, and he can see the settlement spread out before him—a connected series of villas and graceful walkways spreading between them like roots, and the whole colony curving around the mouth of the bay like a scene from a storybook.

      Only, there are no lights on in any of the buildings of Haversham. In fact, Brig can’t see any of the glow-lamps lit, even though they are supposed to have come on by now. Usually, Haversham would be a brightly-lit scene of warm and soft lights from the many houses, plazas, and parks. It would look pretty. It should look safe.

      Now, however, as Brig’s eyes move over the dark shapes of the houses, streets, and the odd warehouse or processing plant, he realizes that their metals looked jagged and sharp. The buildings take on a different character in the dark.

      “What happened?” Brig asks in confusion, dropping Buzzby to the ground. He is not alone in asking this question.
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        * * *

      

      All across the Near Worlds, there were reports of lateness, stoppages, and outrage. Transport ships that should be carrying the latest goods, foods, services, and visitors to this tranquil belt of the Imperial Coalition had failed to arrive—and in fact, few warp jumps had been recorded in the past forty-eight hours. What was going on, the noble families and ambassadors demanded, and Something must be done!

      Of course, this was just the sort of thing that the Imperial nobles who inhabited Haversham and the other planets of the Near Worlds would say. Urgent messages were sent to the house lords, and then relayed to the nearest Armcore general. Unfortunately, these messages too—having to rely on data-space to travel, and that meant sub-quantum transceivers and responders—were also subject to the strange loss of power. In short, the message was late in the sending and in the arrival, and one by one, areas, regions, districts, and sometimes whole colonies started to suffer power outages.

      This was not the sort of thing that happened to the Near Worlds, that bastion of the middling echelons of the noble houses, and this was not the sort of thing that they paid taxes for. The infrastructure of their cities and habitats were built for a continuous transmission of power to keep them going, and these breaks, drop-outs, and reduced outputs played havoc with their starports, their medical facilities, their personal computers, and so much more.

      Alpha had found the weakness of the human race, and the hybrid machine intelligence was exploiting it. The Imperial Coalition was reliant on machines now more than ever.

      And Alpha was fast becoming a machine-god.

      “Check on my three o’clock?” A brief burst of static as the naval officer in Armcore Fighter 49 slid out of the darkness, many lightyears away.

      “I got your three o’clock, Cap’n,” the first naval officer was answered by one of his crewmates, also sliding through in his own sleek, X-shaped one-person Armcore fighter on the captain’s wing. This new arrival was followed by more, another two on down the line, and another three on left.

      The seven one-person ships powered their boosters at the lowest impulse setting they had as they followed their captain’s lead, heading straight for the twin star system of Helion.

      “Separate on my signal. Lock and load, and fire at will on my command,” the captain—a youngish man chosen for this mission because his harsh, volatile manner—gave his curt orders to the crew.

      “Go,” he added, urging his fighter to start gliding downward as the others separated to fan out into an ever-expanding circle around him. They were going to use the wide-attack pattern, as suggested by his performance computers. His attack group would be spread out, so the enemy wouldn’t be able to shoot them all down at once. At least, that was the plan.

      Up ahead of the attack-group’s captain, he could see the twin stars of the system hanging in their eternal embrace. The binary system of Helion was rare, and it was one of the most important generators of power for the Imperial Coalition, in the form of the Helion Generator: an always moving helix of triangular carriages that hurtled orbit after orbit around one star, before crossing to hurtle around the other. Each carriage was a giant battery, of sorts—the face of their shells coated with reactive filaments, transmitting their captured radiation to the molten metals inside and creating a ceaseless chain-reaction. Just the careful orbits and the dedicated staff who lived inside every heavily-shielded twenty-fifth carriage kept the Helion Generator from going full super-nova, every minute of the day.

      But now, somehow, the energy had stopped flowing from the Helion Generator to the Near Worlds. The docking ships that should load up on the irradiated materials to deliver them to factories and processing plants through the Imperial Coalition had stopped, and all messages with the Helion Generator had been lost.

      “Captain? Eyes on the target,” one of the forward fighters reported, and they shared their telemetry data with the captain’s flight computer. There was the Helion Generator signal. It still showed as a helix, but there was something clearly wrong—it was moving far too fast.

      “Can anyone hail them?” the leader spat, hitting his comms repeatedly to try and get a message out of the spinning helix ahead of them. Now that they were swooping closer, he could even see the generator with his physical eyes. It looked like a flash of silver, like a line of comets flashing past at insane velocity.

      “No one could survive that,” the captain murmured. The G-force alone would probably be enough to make your internal organs quickly become your external ones.

      “Arm weapons,” the captain ordered, lifting the lock on his attacking trigger-stick. Although they were the smallest of the manned vehicles that Armcore had—each only contained one crewmember, after all—they could still punch far above their weight. Each fighter was armed with meson torpedoes as well as laser blasters, and their maneuverability and speed were the best of their class.

      But even so, they were still outmatched as something slid out from behind the far corona of one of the suns, as Alpha revealed itself—
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        * * *

      

      “Shall we continue?” asked the square-jawed older man to the younger, sitting above him in what could only be described as a throne.

      The square-jawed man was none other than Captain Farlow, or the returned Captain Farlow, who survived the capture of Alpha to be dispatched here, to the very heart of the Armcore behemoth, Armcore Prime and its holy of holies—the audience chamber of Senior Dane Tomas, Chairman and CEO of the company.

      “I, uh, why not!?” the rotund figure of the senior spat down at the strange captain below him, his eyes flickering up to the holographic display scenes that had been showing the footage of the Helion-Alpha encounter. Dane Tomas, despite being the hereditary owner and commander-in-chief of the most powerful military infrastructure in the entire Imperial Coalition, was also a coward, and he couldn’t take his eyes from the strange vessel that was paused as it emerged from the corona of one of Helion’s binary stars.

      The hybrid intelligence known as Alpha had made for itself a ship like no other that Senior Tomas had ever seen before, or was likely to ever see again in this life.

      “I see no need,” Captain Farlow stated casually. “It is clear what the outcome was, and you have your reports of the wreckage to verify my information.”

      He’s changed, Dane thought—no point in saying that out loud now, was there? The captain below him wasn’t the same man that he had sent from here just a few short orbits ago, on a suicide mission to try and kill Alpha. Captain Farlow held himself differently, he no longer appeared brash, or argumentative, rude or stubborn, just…uncaring.

      He had been brought here by one of Dane Tomas’s trusted ‘black ops’ advisors, Specialist Merik, who Dane had told to wait outside the door to his personal audience chamber—partly because Dane Tomas didn’t trust the specialist to not stick a knife in him at the earliest opportunity, but also so that he could come running to dispatch the strange Farlow should he do anything too odd. But Farlow had barely flinched at seeing the man responsible for demoting him from full general down to captain-with-license, and who had clearly dispatched him to die.

      Tomas had wondered if he could detect any amount of hatred or rancor coming from the man, but no, there was nothing.

      It’s almost as if Alpha has wiped the personality that inhabited that body, and now all I am looking at is a reprogrammed human computer. Dane shuddered.

      “Well, I want to see what happens!” Dane said petulantly. He wasn’t used to being regarded in such a brazen, unfearful way. It made him nervous. Irritably, he waved toward the holographic controls to continue their bloody retelling of events some several hundred lightyears away.
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        * * *

      

      “Fighter 1, 2, 3—go!” the soon-to-be short-lived captain of the attack group shouted into the comms, and he could see the flare of orange from their booster rockets through the cockpit’s windows ahead of him, and then subsequently the green, digital lights in the holographic display as they arced toward the large red triangular vector trying to get a lock onto the enemy.

      The Alpha ship looked a little like a cuttlefish, but one without tentacles, and that had been crossed with a jagged sword. The ‘forward’ of the boat—if the thing even had forward and back—and what occupied two-thirds of its body was the long, protruding ‘snout’ of metals, thick with bulbous geodesic units. Their metals shone in the glow of the near sun. The Alpha-vessel was so new that it hadn’t yet had a chance to become pitted and dented by the travails of space.

      The nose ended in a downward-pointing horn of cerulean steels, protecting a cluster of what looked like antennae, aerials, or gun emplacements. Just in front of the whorl of rounded shell-like structure at the rear extended four fin-like sail-fans in an ‘X’ around its body. They shone and glittered with solar-catching materials but didn’t seem to move as they flanked over the largest part of the body, the rounded shell of the rear that looked as though it had been made from an algorithm. Surely no human mind could have created such a ship. For one thing, it was too large—larger even than the Armcore war cruisers that were the largest military vessels in Imperial space, and perhaps almost as large as one of the cruiser-tankers that slowly plied the space-lanes, delivering goods and raw materials to the far ends of the galaxy.

      What chance did seven one-man attack fighters have against such a behemoth?

      The captain waited for the first flight to halve the distance between him and the newcomer, before ordering the next group. “Flight 2, go!”  The other three suddenly turned and darted in their flights like hunting hawks, angling on their separate trajectories across the void to engage with the vessel.

      The captain moved his ship steadily forward, knowing that he had to direct the combat if he could. He had to relay whatever weaknesses and capabilities they uncovered. He had to warn his crew of dangers they might not be able to see, but still, it stuck in his craw to be left behind like this.

      The first flight flashed over the fast-moving silver ribbon that the Helion Generator had become, separating and turning as they did so, breaking apart to confuse their enemy.

      Flash. Flash. Flash.

      It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Three lights blinked along the sides of the Alpha-vessel’s long snout-like hull, and the captain suddenly blinked as, one after another, all three fighters erupted into crimson petals of fire and light. This close to the suns, the energy of their explosions only intensified, spreading to burn up the volatile gases of the corona like a spreading wildfire.

      “What…” the captain muttered. How did the vessel calculate the trajectories of his friends so quickly? They had been moving as fast as the agile attack-fighters could go, rolling and banking as they did so—no human eye could follow that, and no computer should be able to predict just where the human pilots would turn to at the last moment…

      But Alpha was no normal computer, and he was certainly no human mind. Alpha was the mutant child of Armcore itself, and the infrastructure of its intelligence was steeped in the accumulated military, strategic, and tactical combat that Armcore excelled at. The other half of its code-DNA, however, was far stranger—an amalgam of ancient Valyien technology, some sort of recovered alien computer, or memory server, or relic that the long-lost Valyien had left behind, which had become the cradle into which Alpha was poured.

      Alpha was about as far from a human as it was possible to get.

      “Evasive action. Extremely hostile!” the captain barked at the next flight of three attackers, although he was sure that they would also have seen just what had become of their colleagues. In response, he saw his three friends break apart early, and swing wildly in their flight trajectories as they tried to confuse Alpha’s targeting computers.

      Whoosh. One darted into the inner corona of the closest sun, skimming along the volatile gases before rolling out again. They’re getting closer! the captain thought, and still the Alpha-vessel hadn’t fired on them.

      Whoosh. The next flashed over the silver comet that the Helion Generator had become. Flash. A stupid move, as Alpha once again caught it and opened it up with whatever sort of needlepoint laser weapon it was using—again, nothing that the captain recognized.

      Whoosh. The last of the three fighters used the death of his comrade to swerve and duck behind the exploding wheel of fire and swoop down as if running away.

      “Torpedoes released!” the captain heard the sun-traveling fighter say, just before he met his fate. A small plume of light flared from under the nose of the Alpha-vessel as it disgorged its own incendiary devices, a small blip of heat and light toward the sun.

      “Get out of there!” the captain shouted, feeling sweat run down his face inside his suit.

      “It’s okay, Captain! It missed! That missile is nowhere near me!” the pilot replied.

      But Alpha didn’t have to fire its incendiary device at the fighter, and no, it hadn’t missed. The captain watched as whatever device exploded, setting off a coronal burn through the outer atmospheres of one of the Helion suns like a solar flare.

      “It’s so bright! I can’t—” The screams of doomed pilot were cut off suddenly as the wave of molten plasma and fire engulfed his ship as the solar ejector continued on its path outward, pushed up by the force of its chemical reaction to perfectly intersect with the looping, twisting, and swerving path of the last remaining attack craft.

      “How did it do that?” The captain was stunned for a moment. How could it predict how that jet of solar plasma would react, where it would reach to?

      The answer was that Alpha could, of course. The captain watched as the fired meson torpedoes of his colleague—a futile gesture, really—exploded against the carapace of the Alpha-vessel in little puffs of light and flame. If they did any damage whatsoever, then it wasn’t enough to slow the alien robot-vessel as it started to turn in its flight.

      No. The captain wasn’t going to allow all of his friends to die like that. Alone. So easily, as if the Alpha-vessel had just swatted flies.

      Targeting System Engaged, the authoritative, mechanical words of his computer told him as he hit his own booster rockets and committed them to a full burn. The captain of the attack group didn’t care if he was but one man against a cruiser. If he had to kamikaze his ship against the thing’s engine or whatever it used, then he would. His eyes were filled with tears as he roared in a defiant, stupid charge toward the dragon—

      Flash.
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        * * *

      

      “There. You see?” the body of Captain Farlow said as the holographic screen of the recording went a sudden, final black.

      “I see that we have an aggressor here, in the heart of the Imperial Coalition, just a few lightyears away from Near Space itself,” Tomas said. He was angry. He was also scared. He couldn’t fight this thing, not yet anyway.

      And if I cannot destroy it, then…

      “What does it want?” Dane said, his weasel-like mind seizing upon another way out of this calamity. Not that he was worried about the lives of the naval officers that he had lost. Pfagh. Armcore mercenaries died every orbit. At least these had died giving him a personal demonstration of what this Alpha was capable of.

      “What does it want?” Farlow blinked, as if the question didn’t make sense. “That would imply desires, and I am not sure that Alpha even has desires.”

      “Everything has passions, Captain, or whatever you are,” Dane hissed. “Even you, I imagine. Even machines. Does not a gun want to be fired? A sword means to be pulled from its scabbard?”

      Dane saw the captain react to this little piece of rhetoric, jerking slightly on his previously so-stable legs.

      “What I want? Want?” There was something strange happening to the captain below the CEO, and Dane watched with interest as the ex-general twitched and shook as if in the grip of some strange fugue, or deep passion. The side of the senior’s mouth twitched in a small smile. So, there is something of the man left inside there, then. His brain was already racing to try and figure out a way to use that.

      But whatever psychic battle was being waged internally was now over, and the captain returned to his stolid, stilled self. “Alpha does not want things. Alpha just calculates. With its access to data-space, it has calculated precisely just what the outcomes of its actions will be, and of yours. It has seen the end of the Imperial Coalition, and it aims to offer you a proposition.”

      “I’m listening,” Dane managed to say with some aplomb, buoyed by the recent revelation that not even Alpha’s programming was infallible, if there was some of Farlow left inside there somewhere.

      “Your dreams, Dane Tomas,” Farlow said in a voice that was too even and robotic to be his own. “Alpha wishes to talk to you about the dreams that you have been having…”

      “What?” That threw the leader of the largest company in the empire off his plans. “How do you know about those?” he said, a look of horror on his face. How could anyone know of his nightly nightmares of worlds at war and the universe burning. He hadn’t even shared it with Ponos.

      “Like I said, Senior. Alpha has calculated what will come to pass. Alpha knows why you are having your dreams, and what they mean…” Captain Farlow said evenly. All traces of the human within had disappeared.
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      On board the ultra-black intelligence cruiser known as the Endurance, Captain Eliard (lately of the Mercury Blade) pulled at the collar of his new uniform and tried not to sneer. It was black and close-fitting, with patches of reinforced mesh and textured-weave in all the right places to help stop knife thrusts and even some of the smaller blasts of the laser pistols that he might encounter.

      But it also makes me look stupid, he thought, seeing himself reflected in the glassy, obsidian walls of the Endurance’s observation lounge. The captain wasn’t very good at uniforms. In fact, he had never been very good at wearing uniforms, but at least these didn’t have the actual Armcore “A” and star logos on them, given that they were for the intelligence division of the company, not the general corps.

      But still… Eliard pulled again at the collar. There’s nowhere to hide a knife or a pouch of credits or some digital lockpicks in this, is there? he thought miserably.

      “Thank you for your attendance.” The voice of Ponos was cultured and smooth as the shape turned in front of the large memory-glass curved wall that made up one entire side of the lounge. The rest of the room was given over to the same sleek, black, reflective floor and walls, and with low loungers furnished in matching black leather from which the staff of the Endurance could watch the latest intel on the curved wall. Not that there was anyone else in the observation lounge at the moment, of course. The entire space had apparently been commissioned for this audience with the machine-intelligence of Armcore, known as Ponos.

      Beside the captain stood the diminutive Irie Hanson, the Mercury’s frizzy-haired mechanic and engineer, and on the other side loomed Val Pathok, the Mercury’s gunner and largest-Duergar-you-have-ever-seen. The only other occupant of the room was Section Manager Karis, nominally the captain and all-round administrator of the Endurance, wearing the same nondescript black uniform as the others. Where they got an Armcore intelligence uniform big enough for Val, Eliard had no idea. The Duergar were a big, troll-like people with pebble-like grey-blue scales, flat, shovel-like heads, tusks, and broad shoulders, who were also known for their ferocity in combat—and Val Pathok was large even for them. Section Manager Karis had chestnut-red hair, and the sharp proportions of a career Armcore officer, used to hard training for both her own body and mind.

      “Manager.” Eliard nodded to her, putting on his best reckless grin because he knew the way that it annoyed the woman. He was a walking disgrace to people like her—a scion of a noble house who had thrown his heritage away and hadn’t even bothered to join Armcore, instead opting for a life of crime out in the non-aligned worlds.

      Which had been working very well, he had to admit—until Cassandra Milan, that was.

      Even just remembering her name still caused the captain pain. She was the blonde House Archival Agent who had managed to con him, the fearless pirate-captain Eliard Martin, and had made him see that his life could mean something to the galaxy, if he elected to try and stop Alpha.

      But Cassandra is dead and gone. Eliard dragged his mind away from that black hole of despair in his heart. She was currently buried under a mound of Q’Lot blue-scale virus, her body probably morphing into who knew what strange and freakish organism.

      Just like mine. the captain’s eyes swept to his right forearm, where the sleek black PVC-like materials of his suit ended. They had to custom-build his suit, he knew, thanks to the Q’Lot Device. Another experimental bit of Armcore technology, but this time, a marriage of the mysterious alien race known as the Q’Lot and Armcore military hardware. The entirety of his lower right arm, from his elbow to the tips of his fist, looked like a bluish, ponderous tube, like a cannon, or a chrysalis. Sheaths of the blue-scale flexed and moved slightly, and if the captain concentrated, he was remotely aware of the insides of it—of places where some of his body-stuff that might still be something like fingers flexed against organs, bones, and alien controls.

      The Device had beak-like teeth around the ‘maw’ where his fist should have been, and he had seen it change and adapt with surprising speed, turning into an energy weapon, a blade, or even spreading across his body in a form of primitive exo-armor when it felt threatened. Eliard didn’t know how it worked, or how it knew to create just the right sort of adaptation for whatever threat he faced, but it did, and he had taken on this burden for the memory of Cassandra, at the behest of the machine-creature that was even now stalking toward them.

      “You’ve upgraded,” Eliard said dismissively as the bipedal mecha-form of Ponos walked on subtly hissing servos toward them all. It was tall, taller than Val Pathok, and elongated, but Eliard didn’t doubt that it could easily rip any of their heads off with its metal hands. Ponos still had the red triangle and the eye on its dome-like head, but it was in the middle of a large optical circuit that rotated and turned as it magnified its attention on him. The rest of the mecha was made of a hardened black armor—the same sort of stuff that the walls of the Endurance were made of, Eliard had no doubt.

      “I’m glad that you have been paying attention,” Ponos said, spreading long, servo-driven hands in a gesture to encapsulate its form. It moved smoother than it had before, almost human-like, were it not for the obvious gears and pipes visible behind the armor plating. “The…addition of Xal to my mainframe has been very productive for me,” Ponos said.

      Xal. Eliard remembered their recent escapade, when Ponos had tricked them into breaking into one of the Imperial Coalition habitats, ostensibly to negotiate with the house intelligence known as Xal, but in fact, the entire plan was a pretext to get Ponos access to Xal’s servers.

      “It was necessary,” Ponos said, clearly seeing Eliard’s barely-suppressed anger. “By allowing me access to Xal’s memory servers, I have managed to increase my own intelligence by a factor of four. Enough to start strategizing against Alpha…”

      “You ate him,” Irie said with a heavy frown.

      “Not really a him, I’m afraid,” Ponos said demurely. “Xal and the other house intelligences were considering offering their support to Alpha. I had to make a show that such an action could not be tolerated.”

      By you, Eliard thought. Still, the action on Welwyn had been successful—but it had come close to costing him his life, and his ship. “You think you got the grades to take it on now?” the captain growled. “Why do you need us anymore?” Or this. He felt the heavy alien form of his arm squirm.

      “Because of this.” Ponos held up one slender metal finger and, with perfect timing, the scene of the outside starscape vanished, to be replaced with familiar stars, and the bright burn of a binary system. “Alpha has seized the Helion Generator, bottlenecking power to some seven billion Imperial Citizens and reducing energy flow across the entirety of Near Space,” Ponos said as the video of the attack group of fighters played in the background. The crowd fell silent as they watched the emergence of the vessel that Alpha had made for itself from the trash-worlds of Sebopol, and its easy destruction of the seven Armcore fighters.

      “What is that? Concentrated ion beams?” Section Manager Karis stalked closer to the screens to look at the needle-point flashes of light that so effectively destroyed the Armcore ships.

      “I do not know,” Ponos said easily. “Alpha has the intelligence and the manufacturing capacity to build entirely new beam weapons of higher frequency, and far more destructive power.”

      “Hm.” Eliard could see the section manager’s eyes moving, calculating. “What does the senior say? Full deploy of war cruisers against this thing?”

      There was a flicker of movement from Ponos’s magnifying eye, and in a human, Eliard would have sworn that was a sign of guilt, or reticence at least. “No. Senior Tomas has not deployed a reaction to this act of war, as yet.”

      “What?” The woman turned, already stalking back to the double-doors at the far end of the lounge. “I’ll get a communication channel with the Council of Generals and put in a request for an audience with the senior.”

      “No.” Schnikt. There was an audible clunk as the main doors locked at Ponos’s command. “You will do no such thing, Section Manager. We are operating on our own in this. Without access to any other Armcore infrastructure.”

      Here it comes, Eliard thought.

      “Excuse me?” Karis turned slowly, back to the mecha, before adding, “Sir?”

      “Precisely,” Ponos said smoothly, beckoning her back to the others. “I am still the advising commandant to the Senior Tomas, second-in-command of Armcore entire, and therefore acting commander of this vessel and all aboard her,” Ponos said—a touch defensively, Eliard thought.

      “But surely we need top-brass advice—” Karis began.

      “You are looking at the top brass, Section Manager,” Ponos returned quickly. “It is imperative that the Endurance acts alone and using to full capacity its…quiet abilities.”

      This sounds like the Endurance and Ponos are going rogue. The captain shared a wary look with Irie, who nodded at his side.

      “Do you remember the human that you rescued from Sebopol space?” Ponos stated to the confused section manager.

      “Captain Farlow, the last surviving member and leader of an expeditionary crew to first survey the Alpha threat,” Karis said. “Although I was led to believe that he was also a traitor to the Imperial Coalition, who sided with Armcore.”

      “Is that your assessment of the man?” Ponos stated severely.

      “My assessment, sir,” Karis considered, remembering the strange biological readings surrounding the man, that he had somehow managed to give off sub-quanta energy, and the way that he appeared split in two, psychologically—on the surface as cold and unemotive as a robot, but struggling to hide his human emotions. “My assessment is that the man was brainwashed by this Alpha. Captured and kept hostage, in order for Alpha to deliver a direct-line message to Senior Tomas.”

      “Agreed. And what is the conclusion of that assessment, now that you have indeed delivered him to Armcore Prime, and his—or Alpha’s—goal?”

      “The senior is in danger!” Karis said, shocked. “He must be an assassin, sent by Alpha to kill the senior!”

      “Hardly. Alpha is far too clever for that. The senior is a powerful man, but he is also only one man. If Alpha were to kill him, then Alpha would still have to find a way to neutralize the Armcore fleets sent to destroy it,” Ponos reasoned. “Although the Alpha-vessel is clearly impressive, I am not sure if even it could withstand the entire might of the amassed Armcore navies in one attack.” The mecha’s eye rotated. “But I could be wrong.”

      “So, you think that Farlow was sent there on some other mission?” Eliard picked up the thread. “To what, negotiate with Tomas?”

      “Alpha is at least half Armcore technology,” Ponos stated. “I believe that Alpha wishes to find a way to neutralize the largest military force in the galaxy, and it is negotiating that end right now.”

      “Just like you,” Eliard said sharply. “You’re Armcore technology. What would you do?”

      Ponos was silent for a moment. “That is what I have been wondering, Captain. I am not as advanced as Alpha is, but at my level of development, I can predict outcomes and best-case scenarios, and that behooves me to seek their outcome.”

      Woah, this thing really does have a stick up its butt, doesn’t it? Eliard thought as Ponos considered.

      “Alpha knows the danger that Armcore presents, and for it to succeed, it will have to either make an alliance, or at least stall its adversary for long enough until it can sufficiently overcome them,” Ponos stated.

      “An alliance?” Karis frowned. “But why would the senior agree to that? This Alpha creature has killed serving Armcore officers!”

      “As I stated, Alpha is at least part Armcore tech. That is why it was created in the first place, after all—to be the best war-computer ever known. I am sure that the senior is as aware of that fact as we are.”

      “And Alpha was going to replace you,” Eliard said. “Let’s not forget why we are really here. Because you don’t want to be discontinued.”

      “Want?” Ponos regarded the captain austerely. “I do not want things. I merely try to operate according to my parameters.”

      Huh. Eliard snorted. “And just what is your grand plan to stop this love-fest from happening? Destroy Alpha? Destroy Armcore?”

      Ponos turned to regard the memory-glass screen once more, which had returned to a vision of the familiar Imperial stars. “I mean to start a war, Captain.”
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      “This is crazy,” Irie said for the umpteenth time. “I tell you, that Ponos must have some serious software conflicts going on, because this? This is madness.” She pointed over Captain Eliard’s shoulder at the blue-green world below them, as the Mercury Blade swooped toward its atmosphere.

      Dur wasn’t a large planet, but it was a very warm one, thanks to its mega-giant red sun, and the slightly-closer-than-Earth normal orbit that the home world of the Duergar people took. The only thing that saved it from being completely fried by solar radiation, Eliard knew, was a larger shepherding gas-giant planet closer to the sun than it was, as well as a collection of two moons—one red, and the other a slate blue.

      As it was, large parts of Dur were already given over to deserts, but the largest landmass that ran just north of the equator was deeply green with jungles, as well as spotted with steamy lakes and capped with the white mountain peaks.

      “Ah,” Val grumbled affectionately behind them in the main hold. “I can almost smell the Pasi-fish cooking even now.”

      “Well, I hope that it tastes good, because it looks like we’re about to make landfall,” Irie was saying, already sliding on the railings down the stairs from the cockpit and back to her usual abode in the engine room.

      “Pasi tastes good!” Val shouted after her. “You just have to subdue it first!”

      “Is there anything on Dur that you don’t have to fight?” Eliard called as the Mercury Blade started to rock and shake with the sudden pressures of entry. Fire and light exploded across its nose, filling the view out of the windows.

      “Not much. Ghal-bears,” Val considered. “Wait, nope. Even they have a poisonous bite if you wake them out of hibernation. But they are very easy to kill,” the Duergar reassured them.

      “Good to know.” Eliard held onto the ship’s wheel as the tension tremors increased. The internal stabilizers kicked in to cut the structural damage, and then they were free and arcing through the clouds of a Durish sky.
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      “Okay, Val, this is your home world. What are we to expect?” Eliard said as he pulled the heavy tan robes over his Armcore intelligence division suit. He had to admit that he felt a little nervous at this latest mission delivered by Ponos, even though the Armcore intelligence had promised him that ‘he had a 78% certainty that this mission would be successful.’

      Yeah, just like Welwyn? the captain thought. But what was worrying him just as much was the level of armaments he saw Val taking with him. He had the Judge of course—the large, two-handed meson-canon that for any human would be a static weapon, but that the Duergar was able to sling over one shoulder. He also had two heavy laser blasters on his weapons belt, as well as an array of very large knives and what appeared to be a long meat-cleaver of a blade that Eliard was sure he wouldn’t even be able to pick up.

      “You’re not traveling light, I see?” he said nervously.

      The Mercury Blade had landed in Dur’s prime spaceport, in the capital city of the planet that, according to the captain at least, unimaginatively kept up the ‘Dur’ naming principle of Duric. He guessed that the Duergar weren’t famed for their imagination, however, being as they were an uplifted species by the ancient Valyien themselves and turned into their grunts and foot soldiers in the war against the Q’Lot.

      “The Duergar respect force,” Val said with a grin, hitting the main hold release catch for the doors to slide open and the ramp to extend to the sandy floors below.

      And the smell of burning flesh.

      The main spaceport of Duric was, archaically, a ground-based spaceport, with petal-shaped sandy arenas of burnt ground that the various spacefaring vessels could land on, leading toward the central body of a building made out of matte-grey stone. The Durish disregard for imagination extended to their buildings, the captain saw, in the way that the main terminal was a tall fortress-like tower that sat over the landing bays like a glaring monster. It was made of three smaller towers around a central fatter, but shorter, tower, and its windows were tall and arched, but thin. It gave the impression of a mixture of a church and a prison.

      Outside the spaceport terminal and the landing arenas, the near body of the Dur city: streets of cobbled stone and terraced, convoluted low stone buildings with flat roofs, seemingly built next to and on top of each other. But for all this solid material, the city was not entirely bereft of color, in the form of many spreading, spiky-leafed trees and stretches of thick, luscious vines that grew out of the cracks in the walls. It was a hot and humid jungle city, and it looked to captain that the Durish would constantly be battling the vegetation as much as each other.

      The city of Dur also smelled of roasting meat and the sharp tang of tangerine, ginger, and cinnamon. Eliard heard the roars and grunts of the local people as they bartered their wares and went about their business, their forms like walking monoliths in the busy and cramped streets.

      And any one of them could squash me like a bug. He flipped his hair to one side and tried to pretend to be much bigger, and much braver, than he was.

      “Halt! Who lands here!” bellowed a voice below, and Eliard turned to see that there was a trio of other Duergar—some sort of spaceport guard, it appeared—approaching, their bare, clawed feet crunching on the ground. None of them were as big as Val Pathok, the captain was at least relieved to notice, but each of them was still far larger than either he or Irie.

      They had the greyish-blue white pebble scales of their people, but they wore fitted half-helmets over their bald heads and covering their ears. They wore simple breast plate mesh armor, even in this stifling heat.

      “I do.” Val Pathok didn’t budge from the top of the ramp, looking down at the three Duergar who stood like a wall, blocking their access.

      “And what right do you have?” the central Duergar barked, who the captain thought must be some sort of chief or sergeant, judging from subtle cues on his uniform—such as a gold edging on his breastplate. Around his neck he wore what looked, creepily, like a necklace of talons. In all of their hands were the long bodies of heavy laser rifles, with bayonet blades attached.

      “I have the right of blood and of strength,” Val growled back, and looking at the size of him, Eliard couldn’t see any way that any sane person could deny it.

      “Do you claim to be strong enough to walk this dirt? To stand side-by-side with other Duergar?” the sergeant said, and Eliard realized that this must be some sort of ritual greeting or challenge. Which was, in his view, a surprisingly effective way of policing their borders. Could he claim to have the ‘right of strength’ to be here?

      “I do,” Val said impassively.

      The sergeant glared up at him for a moment, his small eyes examining the largest Duergar that anyone had ever seen. “Good.” A nod. “Then welcome to Dur. And these people are your servants?” The guard nodded to Irie and Eliard respectively.

      “Servants…!?” Eliard stiffened at the insult. He was a captain. He had worked very hard indeed to keep the Mercury Blade intact. And he had failed on more than one occasion, but that was beside the point. He was very proud of his self-made status.

      “They are my companions,” Val Pathok stated.

      A flicker of doubt behind the sergeant’s eyes. “Companions,” it stated evenly, its shovel-like mouth peeling back to reveal heavy rows of very large tusks. “They do not look strong enough to protect your back in combat, brother.”

      “They are stronger than they look,” Val grunted, and proceeded to walk heavily down the ramp, straight for the guards. The gunner’s assumed superiority helped a little to give Eliard some confidence as he joined in behind him, and Irie a few steps after.

      “We’re with him,” Eliard said a little nervously as the guards peeled aside to let them pass, and the doors to the Mercury Blade petalled shut behind them.

      “Val, uh, my ship?” The captain looked a little worriedly back at the red wedge of the modified racer behind him, looking very small compared to the heavy, block-like forms of the larger Durish ships.

      “Will be safe,” Val assured him. “The Duergar take theft and thieves very seriously. Anyone tampering with any ship under the guard’s care will be a personal insult to their honor.”

      “Great. Just so long as I know…” Eliard looked back at the three Duergar, who had now turned to watch their own trio walk across the landing arena toward the main terminal.

      “Fresh Gabor!” bellowed a Duergar voice as soon as they walked into the wide, open-plan stone tower. This place didn’t look like any spaceport that Eliard had ever been in, but instead a lot more like an indoor market. There were other Duergar and a few humans and drones forming lines toward various archways. Around the walls were a variety of booths and stalls with Duergar busy trying to sell hot and cold food. The noise of the Durish voices was incredible, and Eliard didn’t think that any of them spoke in less than a shout.

      “Ah, Gabor!” Val grinned, pointing to where a surprising small Duergar was doling out what looked to be a thick lamb curry—dark meats slathered with dark juices—into wooden bowls for a variety of Durish customers. “You have to try it, Captain, at least once.” Val knocked on the wooden counter and ordered two bowls of the steaming stuff, before paying with a wave of his credit stick.

      “Well, only if you insist.” Eliard slipped around his gunner to retrieve a wooden spoon, as Val and most of the other customers hadn’t seemed to have bothered—they were just shoveling the hot mixture straight into their mouths.

      “Val, what about customs? Don’t we need to get checked? Vaccinated? Our weapons?” Irie was saying, looking clearly spooked. She was small even by human standards, and in this company, she appeared to be positively dwarf-like.

      “Hghn.” Val gestured with his bowl upwards, to where Eliard and Irie could see that the central space went up and up several flights, and around the inner wall was an entirely circular balcony, its circle broken by a number of booths built out over the concourse. These booths looked a little like opera booths, apart from the fact that there was only room for one chair alone, and each occupied by a Duergar guard with some sort of headset, leaning over a gun emplacement, trained on the crowds below.

      “We already are being checked,” Val said. “Those guards scan us on the way in. If we had prohibited viruses and weapons, they would have seized us, or shot us.”

      “Oh, outstanding.” Eliard shivered. “You lot don’t take prisoners, huh?”

      “Actually, we do.” Val brightened considerably, pointing across the hall to where a line of humans with prisoner-collars were being hauled through the terminal, each collar attached to the next by a thick chain, and the whole line being guided by a fat Duergar in orange-colored robes.

      “Slaves!” Irie said, her anger flashing.

      “Indentured servants,” Val growled back. “The spoils of war, or conflict. They have lost in a battle or tried to invade our territory.”

      “Not all of them look like soldiers…” Irie said defiantly.

      “Irie, please,” Eliard hissed. “We’re not here to start a revolution.” Only a war.

      His engineer didn’t like it, but she acquiesced all the same to her captain’s insistence as they made their way through the terminal. They were almost out the other end when Eliard started choking.

      “By the stars! What in the name of—” He coughed and hacked, passing the plate of Gabor back into Val’s eager claw as his face went a bright red. “Water,” he croaked. “Or just shoot me in the head right now…”

      “Ha!” Val chuckled, clapping him on the back, a blow that sent him staggering forward a few feet. He was about to choke to death before Irie pressed her water bottle into his hand.

      “Here. What did it taste like?”

      “Like someone had mixed coal dust and the burning magma of the damn sun and forced it down my throat.” Eliard coughed and sneezed. “Stars, I think I can’t see.”

      “It’s good, yes?” Val finished the last of both bowls and casually tossed them into the waiting bin-drone, then led them out the other side and into the streets of Dur itself.

      The main avenue was cobbled and equally busy, but through his heat-inspired tears, Eliard could see that the Duergar didn’t use as much technology as the rest of the Imperial Coalition. Not that they couldn’t handle it, as he had seen Val pilot the Mercury Blade, but it merely seemed that the Duergar preferred to use the large beasts of burden called the Uk-Uk for their travels and transports. The Uk-Uk had six fleshy legs that stood taller than most Duergar, and a long, strong, hairless body that apparently could hold almost any amount of weight, the captain noticed as they swayed and stamped with platforms and saddlebags of barrels, crates, and entire metal-processing units. Like a giraffe, however, their necks were high and long, ending in small heads with snouts, and a set of two large, blinking eyes.

      “They don’t look like they want to kill you,” Eliard referred to their earlier consideration.

      “Oh.” Val looked momentarily worried. “You should see them in mating season. A young bull will knock through a house to get to an in-season female Uk-Uk.”

      “Great,” Eliard said, sipping more of Irie’s water.

      The main avenue was mostly occupied by people mounting, loading, or dismounting these giant beasts, but around the edges, Eliard could see more shops built into the mismatched and close-knit buildings. Most were eateries, which the captain swore he wouldn’t go near, but there were also a few armories and more general stores.

      “So, how do we get to see this chief of yours?” Eliard cleared his throat once again, looking up over the rooftops to see the spread of more trees, and the rise of small cookfires. He couldn’t see anything that looked like a palace or a government building anywhere.

      “Ah, Captain?” Irie said, kicking him in the shins to bring his attention back down to eye level. “I think we don’t need to. I think Val’s chief has already found us.”

      In a gap in the Uk-Uk crossing, a group of heavy Duergar was marching across, straight at them. These were at least as large as the spaceport guards, but they were clearly much better equipped. No robes for this contingent but full battle harnesses across their chests, with added shoulder pads, as well as leg and arm greaves. In their hands, they carried fiercely-sharp looking pikes, with laser shots mounted along them.

      “They might not be for us—” the captain tried to say as the contingent of at least seven guards fanned across, clearing a space in front of them, and stopped with military precision. “Well, there goes that idea…” Eliard reached for the blaster at the back of his robes and wondered if now would be a good time to reveal the Device. He didn’t know how much use it would be against Duergar Clan warriors in full battle harness, but he was willing to give it a shot—

      “Val Pathok!” barked one of the guards, leveling his pike at them. “The war chief was notified of your arrival as soon as you walked through our terminal!” The guard sounded ferocious. “You are commanded to come with us, now.” The guard shared a brief look with the other guards. “And this, time we will not be accepting a refusal.”

      “Val?” Eliard said hesitantly. “These people say they know you…?”

      “Hm. They do,” Val groaned, hanging his head as he stepped forward, leaving Eliard and Irie with no choice but to follow and the guards to close ranks around them.

      “Val? What is going on?” Eliard hissed as they were jostled, pressed and shoved into a quick march down the cobbled streets. Their arrest and passage appeared to have attracted quite a deal of attention from the other citizens of Dur, as the captain heard gasps, growls, and shouts from watching crowds, though he couldn’t see them, because the Duergar guards were so large.

      But what he heard them say was enough.

      “They got him, at last!”

      “All these years...”

      “The Hero of the Chenga Pass has returned!”

      “The war chief’s son!”
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      “Ah, is there something you want to tell us, chief?” Eliard looked at the towering back of Val Pathok, illuminated by the circular window in the ceiling above them.

      “I’m no chief,” Val growled ominously.

      The two humans and the Duergar had been escorted—shoved, more like—through the crowded streets of Dur to a collection of round buildings in their own precinct. The captain had seen more of the spiky trees lining the roads here, and the round buildings had space between each of them, which gave the impression that this was some kind of wealthier district.

      But they still locked the doors behind us. He grimaced. Their room was well furnished for a Duergar’s tastes, which meant that there was a selection of very large and sturdy chairs, an empty fireplace at one end of the stone room, and a selection of sleeping mattresses and headrests spread around the room.

      “Hm.” In response, Val’s great shoulders heaved, and he nodded toward the only square window at the opposite end of the room, partially covered with a tapestry depicting some bloody slaughter. “That,” he indicated, and the captain thought he meant that they should draw the tapestry to one side, before he realized that his gunner was talking about the tapestry itself.

      A large—a very large—Duergar was standing in the middle of a battle scene, the rising rocky walls of some kind of chasm on either side of him, with a long blade in each hand and mounds of bodies lying at his feet. As Eliard stepped closer, he could even see that there were smaller Duergar forms spilling down the sides of the chasm in waves, looking like a flood of armies racing toward this lone figure.

      “There wasn’t that many, but it was enough,” Val said.

      “Wait… That’s you,” the captain said. Now that his friend had said it, he could see the resemblance.

      “The Battle of Chenga Pass, the Uprising of Eruk the Bloodthirsty,” Val grunted in agreement, frowning at the tapestry. “It was a long time ago now.”

      “Before you met the captain,” Irie said, her gaze going to the Duergar in wonder. It was the sort of scene that only happened in old legends.

      “Aye. My father is Pathok Ma, the War Chief of Duric,” Val said, monosyllabic. “Every Durish city has their own war chief. They are like presidents, or kings, I guess. But their job is to guard their city, and the tribes within it, from all the other war chiefs, and occasionally go to chief councils when a danger threatens all of Dur.”

      “But isn’t Duric, like, the capital city of Dur?” Irie said hesitantly. “I was sure that was what Ponos had said.”

      “Yes.” Val nodded, and then, surprisingly. “It’s complicated. Duric might be the capital of Dur, but that does not mean that my father is the ruler of all of the Duergar peoples. More like a…general.” Val sighed, a very uncharacteristic gesture from such a normally stoic creature.

      “Well, I can see why Ponos wanted us to start our war here then,” Eliard said. “It must have known who you were, Val. It must have known that you would have the ear of your father, and be able to rouse the Duergar in the fight against Alpha…”

      “No,” Val said, suddenly vehement as he swept aside the tapestry with one great arm, revealing the view outside.

      Their window looked out onto a small terrace of spiked trees, and then a wide amphitheater of stone, set into the ground. Around the edges, Eliard could see more of their small stone buildings positioned like villas or viewing-rooms. The amphitheater was empty at the moment, but already the captain was starting to get a very unsettled feeling about this.

      All of their eyes were naturally drawn to the only other building that was different from the rest, a larger version of their smaller rooms, with round stone walls and a peaked wooden roof, out of which rose smokes of cookfires. Tattered banners of red flapped and hung from the low eaves. “I guess that’s your daddy’s house, is it?” Eliard asked.

      Val growled. “War Chief Pathok is no father to me,” he said fiercely. “He got me on one of his harem and had me farmed off to the training halls as soon as I could hold a blade. He never even spared me a thought until he discovered that I had learned how to use it.”

      Good grief, the captain thought. “But, Val, the man—Duergar, sorry—is still your father. And do I need to impress on you why we’re here? The galaxy is being taken over by an alien military intelligence?”

      “We don’t need Chief Pathok to beat it.” Val was adamant.

      “Ponos seems to think so,” Eliard said, and Val turned around with a roar, just as the doors to their stone hut buzzed and were peeled aside.

      “Val Pathok, and his companions. You are to come with us. The war chief will see you now,” barked the guard, levelling the pike-laser blasters at them.

      “Val, why aren’t your people being very friendly to us, given that, you know…” Eliard said, not realizing that in just a short while, he was about to find out.
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      “Son,” grumbled what would have been the largest Duergar that either the captain or Irie had ever seen, had they not seen Val first.

      Pathok Ma, the war chief of the capital city off Dur, was a mountain of pebble-scales where he sat on a stone throne, at the back of his large audience chamber. He had a heavy belly, and a face that hung with sagging folds of scaled flesh, but the captain could clearly see the thick slabs of muscle on his arms and shoulders as he leaned on one of the stone armrests. Val’s father might have been old, but he still exuded power.

      They had been taken to the largest building that Eliard had guessed was the chief’s abode, to find the door lined with guards, and inside was a dark and smoky atmosphere, with further metal doorways in the stone walls around the audience chamber that led to other rooms in this immense place. A long metal table of coals stretched from the throne almost to their hallway, and on either side were benches where similarly large Duergar sat and feasted. The stone walls between the doors were covered in tapestries or further displays of military might, such as ceremonial pikes, swords, or shields, even though the old chief himself wore no armor, but instead only lightweight robes. Val’s father was marked by countless battle scars, the captain saw—patches and lines of cracked, white pebble-scale that crisscrossed his bare shoulders. He even had one impressive scar running from his bald shovel-like head to the right side of his jaw, neatly segmenting an eye, which now stared out at them with milky white opalescence.

      “Did you appreciate the room I had you put in? You remember the Battle of Chenga, don’t you?” Pathok Ma sneered at him.

      “I remember, Father…” Val said, matching his father growl for growl.

      “Please, sir, if I may speak,” Eliard began. “We have come a long way, on a dire mission—”

      “Silence!” Pathok Ma shouted. “No, you may not speak, human! Do you think I stopped my feasting to listen to one of your kind?

      “Father…” Val growled.

      “It is not the first time that you have begged for me to listen, son, and what happened that first time?” Pathok Ma said.

      I don’t understand. The ordinary Duergar think he’s a hero, but in here, everyone hates him! Eliard shared a worried look with Irie.

      “You had a chance then to listen, as now,” Val said, before adding a little quieter, “I have thought about that day often, Father.”

      “Bah!” Pathok Ma threw his gold goblet against the wall. “Eruk the Bloodthirsty was a tyrant, and he deserved his punishment.”

      “But not his people,” Val argued back. “His clan warriors, yes, I can understand the need to discipline them. The soldiers of his uprising, yes, I can even understand that. But his hearth-steaders? His servants? The farmers and merchants of his occupied lands? What ill did they ever do to you?”

      “They were supporting an usurper, fool,” Pathok hissed. “Their labor and their toil, their taxes and their food, went to feed Eruk’s armies. They went to power the entire uprising.” The larger chief’s hands gripped the stone armrests of his chair and Eliard saw the knuckles of the Duergar’s hands glow white with the stress. He wondered if the chair would even shatter under such a figure, but no, it held.

      “I did what any war chief would do. I visited unto the people the crimes of their chief, as I would expect any of the other war chiefs to do to mine,” he stated loudly, proudly, Eliard thought, although it sounded like they were talking of a massacre of innocent civilians. To his shock, he saw the assembled feasting Durish guards shout their approval of such a bloodthirsty strategy.

      “Then you are still the old fool, stuck in the past, that you were when I left,” Val said heavily, not taking his eyes from the chief.

      Eliard gulped as War Chief Pathok Ma lunged to his feet, his great bulk making the flagstones vibrate as he stabbed a clawed talon over the long feasting bench at his own son. The rest of the Duergar revelers suddenly went very, very quiet.

      “And I should have drowned you at birth, Val. Who would think that a son of mine could display such weakness? It is only because of your actions at the Chenga Pass that you are still alive and allowed to even set foot inside this hall of heroes and champions!”

      “I don’t care about your heroes and champions,” Val stated, his claws bunching into fists.

      “Val…this isn’t helping our cause at all…” Eliard hissed through the side of his mouth, and in return received an annoyed grunt, and his father continued his tirade.

      “Well, maybe you should. Because you have lost the right of your birth to be here, in my city. Your words alone are enough to have me execute you.” Pathok drew himself up to his full height—an easy seven and a half feet tall. “You will have to fight for your right to be here, Val Pathok.”

      “No!” Eliard couldn’t contain himself any longer. I have the Device, I can fight. “Chief, sir, it isn’t your son’s fault that we are here, he came on my command, because we need to ask for your aid—”

      Before the captain could finish, there was a nod from the War Chief of Duric, and the nearest of the Duergar guards swept to his feet and, faster than Eliard could have thought possible, backhanded the captain across the side of the face.

      “Ouf!” It felt like getting hit by a sledgehammer, and Eliard spun back toward the wall, landing in a heap. But the shock of violence was enough to trigger the change in his altered system and the Device took over, its mutant genetics rippling and changing, its scales widening and interlocking, creating a fist of blue-scale with reinforced rods of bone. The captain was barely in control of himself as he jumped back to his feet, driving his alien fist into the Duergar that had hit him, for the alien to give an awkward, surprised snarl as he was thrown clear over the feasting coals and into the sitting Duergar guards on the other side.

      Howls of rage and fury erupted from the table as the other guards jumped to their feet.

      Oh hell. The captain felt the Device on his arm changing once again, creating an ache deep in the marrow of his bones as it fed on his energy and lifeforce to do so. As the first Duergar drew his blade, the scales of the Device finally clunked into place, and the captain leveled an arm that now looked like a snarling canon, dripping blue-white gobbets of plasma—

      “STOP!” the war chief roared suddenly, pushing his way through the crowd of his guards to look at the captain with his one good, cunning eye. “What is this? Some sort of bio-weapon?”

      “Armcore special.” Eliard kept the Device leveled on the crowd of angered Duergar. He didn’t want to have to kill any of them, but if it meant the difference between them getting out of there alive or them getting out of there dead, then he knew which option he would rather take. “It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you about. There’s a danger coming. A bigger danger than me or your pride or anything else that you’ve ever had to face.” Eliard could feel his heart thumping, and the eagerness of the Device entwined with his own biology for violence. It would be so easy to fire. He might even be able to kill them all…

      “Son? Explain,” the war chief stated.

      Val was standing braced for combat, his arms at his own monumental meat cleaver, but Eliard could see that his eyes were switching from the guards to his father, to him, as his gunner must have been wondering who the bigger threat was right then. “It is the overlords. The Valyien,” Val finally said. “They’ve come back.”

      And that was when the outcry really started.
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      “What nonsense is this!?” Eliard watched as the war chief turned on his own son. It was no secret that the Duergar hated the memory of the Valyien. Despite the fact that the strange aliens had uplifted them from their primitive origins to a space-faring nation, the Valyien had also turned them into slaves, and some would say that it was Valyien society that the Duergar now imitated, with their own slaves and servants.

      But the Valyien had lost against their enemy the Q’Lot, and many hundreds of millions of Duergar had died, or so the legends stated.

      “The Valyien have returned, or something that came from them has. The humans, Armcore, they brought one of them back, in the form of a machine intelligence,” Val stated. It was one of the longest sentences that the captain had ever heard him speak.

      “Armcore.” The chief’s good eye swept back to the captain. “The same company that gave you that arm?”

      “The same.” Eliard nodded. “But they bit off more than they can chew. They want to put an end to Alpha—that is the Valyien tech—and they can’t do it without the help of your people.” The Device flexed, venting its spare plasma.

      “Interesting,” the War Chief hissed. “The humans think that because we Duergar served the Valyien, and that we know what their rule was like, that we would be eager to fight them again? In whatever form that they have come back in?”

      “That’s about right.” Eliard nodded slowly. He couldn’t tell if this negotiation was going well or not. He was used to drinking a lot more wine when he was haggling.

      “Maybe Armcore should fix its own problems,” the war chief said seriously, just as something very heavy, and very painful, fell on the back of Captain Eliard’s head. The Device tried to erupt into action, but the blinding pain was too intense for the captain, and as he fell to the floor, the darkness welcoming him eagerly. He could hear the angered shouts of Val Pathok, and the screams of Irie Hanson.
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      The CEO of Armcore mulled. He stirred. He bit his fingernails—a habit that his father had said was disgusting, and so he had only practiced it with increasing vigor. He knew just what his father, the old CEO of Armcore, would advise him.

      “Tell them to go to hell! And get back to work!” That had been his motto. The CEO unwillingly flinched, even now, even here, surrounded by safe metal and many years after his father had died.

      In the glass wall of the hall that he had been walking through, his reflection curled a small smile. It had taken a lot to kill his father in the end, far much more nerve toxin than one man should be able to endure, but the Tomases were always made of stern stuff.

      Dane Tomas, the CEO of Armcore, paused along the balcony-bridge that stretched over one of the wide halls, as his attendant guards formed a phalanx ahead and behind him. It wasn’t very often that the senior stepped out of his ‘Contemplation Chamber’ anymore these days, and the stir that it caused, he could feel rippling through the distant, scurrying people.

      He was dressed in his orange and red encounter suit with gold braids. He didn’t need to wear the full-dress uniform for this engagement. His legend preceded him. He looked at his reflection in the wall of glass. His vast corporeal form had transformed into something like a ghost, as he could clearly see through himself to the large shapes of the tankers and cruisers on the other side of the wall. Only some of them held the Armcore badge of the stylized A and star, which made the CEO frown, just a little. Although he had been assured by the delegates that he was about to meet that he would have premium safety at all times, he was nevertheless pleased to see the distant zip and crackle of personal field drones hovering around him, extending invisible energy shields that would turn aside most medium-to-heavy laser blasts.

      If anything happens, I’m going to blame HIM. Dane looked back the way he had come, to where the reason he was here stood solidly in the hallway that led up to this bridge: Captain Farlow.

      Why am I even listening to him? he wondered once again, hearing that echo of rage and disappointment from his late, murdered father in his own thoughts.

      But the answer was immediate, and simple. Because he knew. Not about Alpha, but about him, the CEO of Armcore. Farlow, the captain who had once been a general, knew things about Dane’s nightmares that the senior couldn’t explain. And something that he couldn’t explain always intrigued him, and frightened him in equal measure.

      “Senior?” hummed the electronic device near his collar—a small gold chip that looked like another button or filigree. It was in fact a personal communicator to the Armcore intelligence, Ponos itself.

      “I’m busy, Ponos,” Dane hissed, pulling himself back from the glass to smooth his encounter suit jacket and clear his throat.

      “Precisely, sir. I just wished to inquire why you had scheduled a meeting with the Imperial Coalition? Is there a trade negotiation that I have not been made aware of?”

      “Of course there isn’t. You know, Ponos, when you try to act naïve, you only sound dumb. Which I think we both know that you are not,” Dane muttered under his breath.

      “Then you are meeting with them to discuss the Alpha situation,” Ponos said. “If I may, my tactical analysis will be extremely helpful—”

      The senior cut him off. “As I told you before, Ponos. I am taking personal command of the Alpha situation. Any more of this interfering and I will have you code-locked to Prime.”

      “That would be a severe underestimation of my abilities, sir,” Ponos replied, before the communication cut off abruptly.

      “What do you mean?” the senior had a chance to say, but the Armcore machine mind was already gone. Was that a threat?

      Still, there was no time to consider the linguistic challenges of Ponos, as the CEO saw that the delegates had already arrived and were standing on the floating platform that this bridge ended at. It was a ridiculous affectation really, he thought as he looked around the large room that the bridge and the platform sat within, seeing other skybridges leading to other similar platforms suspended high in the air. All an attempt at that ‘open rulership’ model that the Coalition was always harping on about. He didn’t like it. In his school of thought, a ruler should be seen rarely and then only by a select few. Scarcity bred necessity, as they said. It was, quite strangely, one of the few opinions that he had shared with his late father.

      Not that his father would ever have agreed to this, either. The Senior of Armcore, Dane Tomas himself, had made a state visit to Earth Prime, here to discuss various important matters to a delegation of some of the Imperial Coalition’s leading figures.

      There wasn’t much to see of the home world of the human species out of the windows, the CEO thought as he swept along the bridge toward his destination, flanked and surrounded by his elite Armcore guards. Earth Prime, although still regarded as the ancestral home of the Imperial Coalition, was little more than a logistics planet in these later years of the human race. Whole landmasses had been covered with industrial units, housing conurbations, and factories—not to mention their conjoined wastelands and slag heaps. Earth Prime had been the cradle that had spawned the human race, but just like spiders, humanity had eaten their egg in order to thrive outside of it.

      The only saving grace, Dane thought, was the fact that you could barely even see Earth Prime anymore, given that its near orbit was almost entirely surrounded by orbiting platforms such as the one his personal carrier was attached to. The windows showed the complicated docking and shipping arrangements of thousands of miles of metal—more platforms, more docking stations, and the occasional sleek crystal-glass transit hall such as the one that he was walking through right now.

      “Lord Selazar, a pleasure to see you recovered,” Dane called out to the nearest lord, standing with the aid of a bulky robotic contraption attached to his lower back and legs.

      Lord Selazar looked ancient, because he was. He still had a few wisps of nearly-blonde hair, but the rest of his form was given over to emaciated skin stretched over bone. Only his eyes retained their feral brightness.

      “I hadn’t realized that you had been following news of my health,” Lord Selazar noted dryly, and Dane once again had to suppress a quiver of rage. Just like all of the Imperial Nobles, he inwardly sneered. So entitled. So arrogant. As strange as it was, Senior Tomas regarded himself as a working man.

      “Oh, I try to keep informed of everything,” Dane replied, turning to the other assembled lords.

      Five in all. Not even a full council meeting. Was that all that had agreed to meet him? Another shiver of fury. It was no secret what the Imperial houses thought of him, but that was something that Tomas knew was in his favor. The Imperial Coalition needed his warships. Every one of the lords and ladies here, from Lady Martin, Lord Carstan, Lady Xin, and Lord Aster, used Armcore services to protect their own home worlds and commercial interests.

      “Senior.” Lady Xin nodded, in her fine turquoise and green robes and still with her black hair and pale skin that could make her any age from her thirties to late fifties. He greeted her formally, but in reality, he had always been a little scared of Lady Xin. She was inscrutable, and he didn’t like not knowing what his opponents were thinking.

      “What is this all about, Tomas?” Lord Carstan, the largest of the group (aside from Dane himself) said. He was a big man with a ruddy complexion and auburn hair. His worlds were known for the fertility of their soils, and his foodstuffs fed approximately thirty percent of the Imperial Coalition as a whole. Despite his tranquil, Near Space territory, he was also an overbearing, loud sort of a lord—and reminded Dane of his own father.

      And he had the gall to not even address me by my title! Me, who by rights is the most influential person here! Dane thought. “I am sure you of all people know what has happened at the Helion Generator?” He said. Lord Carstan’s world of Haversham was one of the nearest, after all.

      “You’re darn right I do!” Carstan exploded, waving a large, fleshy hand in the air. “My production is down forty percent. Forty! If you don’t get the generator back into Imperial hands…”

      “That is why I am here.” Dane nodded, turning at last to the final two nobles who had deigned to arrive. Lord Aster, almost as old as Selazar, but still with his own legs. He had long white hair and dressed in the old style—a brocade coat and breeches, and even with his military sabre still attached to his belt. Although all of the nobles here represented noble families going back thousands of years, some even founded in the early days of pre-space age Earth Prime, it was Aster and Selazar who were the old guard. The living links to the past, his father had called them.

      Living fossils more like. Dane bowed his head toward Aster.

      “Senior, my house intelligence, Voyager, has informed me that there has been a…disturbance at the Welwyn Habitat. What can you tell us of this?”

      “A disturbance?” Dane thought quickly. He hadn’t paid any attention to the conflict reports for several cycles now. “I really don’t think that this is the time to discuss domestic matters, my lord…” he started to gloss over his ignorance.

      “Welwyn went down,” Lord Aster said dryly. He was too well-bred to display annoyance. “Completely off-line. Reports of an attack by a pirate vessel disabled their gravity-inducer, the Dyson ring.”

      “Well, you will be pleased to know that just a few orbits ago, we took action against the Trader’s Belt,” Dane said. In fact, it had been an action to recover Alpha before the intelligence had escaped, but he had done a good job of advertising it as a ‘police procedure.’ “I am sure that any pirates that decided to attack the Coalition were just desperate individuals.”

      “My house intelligence informed me that it was one of your Armcore cruisers that came to clear up the mess,” Lord Aster said evenly. “Although he didn’t manage to get the identification of the vessel.”

      It was? A flicker of uncertainty across Dane’s face. Usually he would be aware of the movements of an entire war Cruiser—there weren’t that many of them. “Armcore provides not only military solutions, as you all know,” Dane demurred. “We have state of the art rescue and emergency response teams…”

      “Hmm,” Lord Aster said. He was getting at something, Dane thought. But what? It didn’t matter. He was here for a reason.

      “We cannot afford to disregard our domestic responsibilities, Senior,” said the last noble who stood beside Lord Aster: Lady Martin, in a green dress and tired hair that she had attempted to pull back into a bun, but with several strands escaping.

      Ah. The Martins, Dane soured. They had once been a very respectable family, one of the backbones of the Imperial Coalition and strong Armcore supporters, but ever since their son stole his father’s choice racer and went pirate, and then old Lord Martin himself died, it had seemed that all the fight had gone out of them. He didn’t even know why she was here.

      “Lady Martin, my sentiments exactly, but Alpha is a game-changer for all of us,” Dane said, gesturing to the table inside the middle of the platform, around which sat comfortable-looking couches. The rest of the nobles took a seat as he remained standing.

      “Your plan better be good, Tomas,” Lord Carstan said warningly.

      Oh, it is, you insufferable bore, it is! Dane waited as Lord Selazar, with the assistance of a series of complicated motors and servos, managed to slide himself down into one of the seats before he began, by clicking one of the subtle buttons on the sleeve of his encounter suit jacket, which sent a signal to start playing the captured footage, in holographic mode, over the low table.

      This was not the same footage that Captain Farlow had shown him. This was a scene of somewhere very different in space entirely. It was a world. A world of pleasant green and rolling hills.

      One of the lords around the table frowned, then recognized the world quickly. “That’s Haversham! She’s one of mine,” he said, looking up at Dane accusingly.

      “What you are about to see, my lords and ladies, may shock you,” Dane said in the manner of a data-space evangelist.

      The green and rolling hills stretched long, cut by picturesque rivers and large lakes, and tiny hamlets of stylish, metal and stone buildings. Haversham was Near Space at its finest—a retreat for the wealthier merchant and guild trader, and a place to settle down.

      Something happened to the sky. The light flickered as if the camera of this spydrone, or whatever surveillance device this was, malfunctioned. But it hadn’t, not yet, anyway. For a moment, the sky returned to its normal pinkish hues, before it started to grow brighter and brighter, until an incandescent glow appeared over the idyllic world.

      “What is that?” Lord Carstan was saying, his hands dropping the edge of the table and sinking through the hologram as if he could reach across time and space and pull the world out of there.

      “What you are looking at, ladies in gentlemen, has no natural designation,” Dane said. “Our analysts have classified it as some kind of low-orbit neutron weapon.”

      The glare intensified, and then, in perverse anticipation of the destruction that was to come, the group saw the small wavering of the grass over the hills.

      And then, the light started to fade from the sky, as if nothing more serious was about to happen. But everyone sitting on the platform knew better. They watched as the normally pinkish skies had taken on a deep, ugly crimson color, and underneath them, they could see that something strange was happening to the surface of Haversham.

      There was no explosion. There was no detonation of a bomb or a beam of light, instead it appeared as though a mighty gale was roaring over the hills. The trees started to shake, and their branches whipped back and forth. Then they started to discard their leaves, as if autumn had come early.

      Something strange was happening to the hillsides of grass, as well. There appeared to be a stain spreading across them, as the grass started to shake and curl, bending in on themselves as if subject to a fierce heat.

      “What is happening?” Lord Carstan said in shock.

      “As I said, my lord, Armcore has no designation for this type of weapon, and we do not even know how it was delivered, but our scans of what is left of Haversham have indicated that the top layers of atmosphere have suffered a cataclysmic collapse. As if they have been stripped from the world itself.”

      Dane took a breath, to let that message sink in. “Haversham was attacked, and if it wasn’t for what we also know about the situation—that Haversham dispatched its defense fleet to try and assault the Alpha-vessel, in retaliation for its seizing the Helion Generator—we might even presume that this was a natural event. A solar flare, maybe.” Dane let the holographic replay continue for a few moments. The world between them still had gravity, it still had buildings, but every living thing as far as the eye could see was blackened and curled as if a firestorm had passed overhead. They watched as ancient trees fell to the ground, brittle and in splinters.

      “Alpha retaliated against the world that had dared to attack it, by doing this,” Dane finished, clicking off the image and looking at their shocked faces.

      Lord Carstan was already attempting to stand up, his legs shaking. “When did this happen? I have to go. I have to see what’s left…”

      “Nothing is left, my lord,” Dane said. “Not in the northern hemisphere, anyway, and this attack happened only a matter of hours ago.”

      “But–but I have to…?” Lord Carstan blinked and sat back down. That is probably the best answer. Dane tried not to smile.

      “What do you advise we do, Senior?” Lord Selazar hissed. “Alpha has killed Armcore staff, disrupted Imperial business, and now it appears clear that Alpha has made a direct act of war against the Imperial Coalition. As our de-facto military wing, what do you suggest?” Lord Selazar said in his ageing, wheezing voice, cutting straight to basics in a way that Dane liked to hear.

      “We defend our borders, of course,” Dane said forcefully. “This is only one ship. Alpha might be powerfully advanced, but that is all that it is at the end of the day.” Dane cleared his throat, ready for his prepared speech. “We have to assemble the largest naval taskforce ever seen. Both Armcore and the ships of the noble houses, acting as one, to face this joint threat,” he said proudly, holding a fist in the air.

      “Agreed,” Lady Xin said.

      “I suppose so,” Lady Martin said, and of course Lord Selazar and Lord Carstan were already sold on the idea, eagerly swearing their best fighters and warships—almost all of them Armcore-made, Dane had to realize, a little ironically—to the fight.

      Which left Lord Aster, as all eyes turned to him.

      The white-haired lord looked seriously at the bare table where the destruction of Haversham had so recently played out. “And what is your plan to defeat this Alpha, Senior?” Aster said seriously. “I find myself unwilling to commit my house defenses when I do not even know the battle-plan,”

      Dane saw the old noble’s reticence spread through the others, Lady Martin turning her head to look up at him next, the question plain on her brow. Before their suspicion could spread any further, Dane cleared his throat and sought to quell it.

      “It is a simple plan, my lords, and one that I know my father would approve of. Alpha is a machine intelligence, growing exponentially every hour, every cycle, and every orbit. In just a little while, it may be so developed that our weapons cannot even scratch its armor,” he insisted passionately. “Which is why we must strike now, this is our window of opportunity. An overwhelming tide of force, in several flights, pinning the vessel down and overcoming it. I know that it might sound grandiose—”

      “Reckless, more like,” Aster murmured.

      “But I feel that now is the time for reckless!” Dane finished emphatically. “The longer we wait, the stronger we are making our enemy, and I for one do not want to do that. We will fill whatever quadrant this Alpha-vessel is hiding in with fire and fury. Together.” Dane looked at them, using his best authoritative voice—the same one that had sent Captain Farlow to his doom—to this time try and inspire something within them.

      He looked from face to face. It had worked.

      “You have my sword, and my fleet,” Lord Selazar said.

      “My forces will be at your disposal,” Lady Xin said.

      All that was left was deciding the time and the place, which, luckily, the senior had already figured. Another tap on the hem of his sleeve, and he sent them the prepared packet of information, featuring ship specifications, troop numbers, and departure times.

      “You will find here that my best analysts have already studied your home fleets and have drawn up the most efficient schedule for the offensive. Please study these documents, and respond if there is an issue,” Dane said. Of which there will probably be many, especially from Lord Aster, he sighed. But still, he thought that he had done it. He thought he had convinced them to try something that no one had ever tried before—a marriage of the entire Imperial Coalition forces and Armcore, acting as one.

      With Armcore in charge of the battlefield, of course. Dane had to suppress a smile.

      “And what of your forces, Senior?” Lord Aster said perceptively. “We seem to have had a meeting about our own forces, but very little about what Armcore is doing to meet this threat.”

      That meddling old fool. Dane held his breath for a moment. “We are dispatching over thirty battle groups. Every regiment from five through to one hundred and fifty, all aiming to rendezvous with your forces there at the battle-site.” Dane nodded.

      “Very good.” That seemed to satisfy Lord Aster. Just.

      “Then if you will excuse me, all that is left for me to do is to give my condolences to the Lord Carstan here,” Dane said, “before I must be getting on with the logistics of this plan.”

      The other assembled lords and ladies nodded and even thanked him for his plan and his information. After a few moments of platitudes and shaking hands, Senior Dane Tomas was once again being flanked by his guard and back on the bridge, leaving the platform of shell-shocked delegates behind. He didn’t speak at all until he got to the shadows of the far end of the bridge, where it met the hall and the docking port to his own transport.

      “It is done?” Captain Farlow murmured from the shadows.

      “Yes.” Dane nodded. “They believed every word that I said.”
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      “Captain, wake up. Wake up!”  Eliard could hear Irie’s voice hissing at him, but he didn’t want to wake up just yet. For one, he had a stinker of a hangover.

      Wait, I wasn’t drinking last night, his brain nudged him. No. He had been flying the Mercury Blade, on the way to the world of Dur, to try and make friends with Val’s father. Only it hadn’t gone very well, had it?

      “Boss! Get up!” This time, his mechanic resorted to pushing and shoving him, sending Eliard into a splutter of pain and curses as he opened his groggy eyes.

      It was thankfully dark, but there was still enough light to see, thanks to the bright floodlights that shone down on them. Eliard’s head rang like a bell, and he remembered the events in the war chief’s audience chamber from last night. But that was clearly where he and the others weren’t now. They were huddled on the dirt and sand of the amphitheater floor, looking at the many stone terraces around them, lined with cheering and jeering Duergar.

      “What the—” Eliard started to stand up, but his head pounded, and he sat back down once again.

      “It was Val’s father. He said that he wanted nothing to do with fighting Alpha, and that we had to pay for our impudence.” Irie quoted with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. She’s acting a lot tougher than she feels, Eliard thought. He had known her long enough to notice the sweat on her brow and the nervous twitch of her eyes.

      “Where’s Val?” Eliard asked. Irie pointed to a few yards away, where the large form of their gunner was currently sitting, hunched over on the sand a little while away. He looked as though he was drugged.

      “What have they done to him?” Eliard tried to stand up, just as the air was split by the harsh bray of a horn.

      “THRALLS! CITIZENS AND WARRIORS!” a hidden speaker announced from somewhere, and the crowd immediately jumped to their feet and started cheering and clapping.

      “TODAY WE TEST THE COURAGE OF NEW ARRIVALS AND OLD FACES TO DURIC!” the voice boomed.

      “But why? What are we accused of?” Eliard said. “Isn’t anyone here going to stand up for us?”

      “I’m not sure you have to be accused of anything,” Irie muttered, turning around to look first one way and then the next. “I get the idea that this is, like, a national sport…”

      “LET THE TESTS BEGIN!” the speaker called out, and in response, the crowd’s bloodthirsty cheers only increased, as on either side of Irie and Eliard, two metal gates swung open and something burst out of each.

      The creatures moved fast, their claws tearing up the sand of the arena floor in moments. Eliard tried to follow them as they darted around. They looked a little like ostriches, only without feathers and instead with scales and powerful, sharp beaks.

      “What are those things?” Eliard gasped.

      “I don’t know, but whatever they are, they mean to kill us!” Irie said as both creatures suddenly darted on their path and sprinted straight toward them.

      “We haven’t got any weapons!” Irie screamed.

      “I do.” Eliard punched out with the Device on his arm, which in turn erupted into a blue-scale canon, firing a plasma fireball at the bird-like lizard coming for him.

      “Scrawk!” The thing was quick, jumping to one side in moments as the energy blast seared over its right shoulder, and hit the far wall of the amphitheater to burst into a pall of black smoke. The crowd of troll-like Duergar roared appreciatively.

      The lizard dove in, leaping on its strong back legs to turn its beak into a javelin at the captain. He tried to jump out of the way, but the thing was fast, goring a line of pain across his left calf.

      “Ach!”

      Irie Hanson, behind him, was faring little better. Her own lizard had not had to contend with any energy weapon and darted forward to stab at its prey as she batted it away ineffectually with her bare hands. The captain heard a shout of rage and pain as her blood was spilled on the sand, too.

      “Get up! They’re circling again.” Irie closed ranks behind him as Eliard struggled to stand on his injured foot. In front of them, the lizards were racing in a wide circle around the pair—seemingly ignoring the unconscious Val Pathok, for the moment—before once again darting toward them.

      “They’re too quick for the gun,” Eliard breathed, concentrating. I need this Device to do something different, I need it to—

      “Scrahk!” Eliard’s creature once again made that leaping, spear-like thrust toward him, and the captain swung the Device around in a wide arc in front of him. It morphed and changed as he concentrated, its Q’Lot architecture adapting to the needs of the moment, an evolutionary process happening in mere microseconds—

      PHOOM.

      Instead of the bolt of plasma that the Device had fired, this time, the Device fired a jet of searing blue-white flame that flared around them as Eliard swung his arm, his other hand seizing Irie as he threw himself to the floor. The wall of flame flared in the air in a crazy half-circle, and for their efforts, they heard an agonizing shriek of pain.

      Irie’s lizard jumped back from its attack run at the last moment, clearly spooked by the sudden introduction of fire to what was to be its preferred kill.

      Irie and Eliard rolled, seeing that the lizard that had been attacking him was now lying on the floor, a blackened and smoking ruin, leaving just one left. “Get behind me!” he hissed, waving the cannon-like Device in front of him, between them and the last creature as Irie jumped to her feet behind the captain.

      “Come on, you ugly, oversized chicken…” Eliard hissed at the thing, small plumes of flame bursting out of the Device and punctuating his words.

      The creature appeared unsure, bobbing from side to side as he tried to find a way to get around the captain to the Irie.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Eliard snarled ferociously, recklessly. It was the euphoria that using the Device always brought out in him. The same savage battle-lust that he had seen in Val on more than one occasion. “If Pathok Ma wanted to see us fight, then he’ll see us fight!” The captain started to laugh, raising the Device toward the bobbing, weaving lizard-bird.

      “Hgurgh.” A great groan resounded across the amphitheater.

      “It’s Val! He’s waking up!” Irie said happily, as the pair started to step backwards toward their comrade. The lizard-bird, on seeing the movement of the distant Duergar, reacted instinctively, millennia-old hunting drives and lessons telling it that the drugged, shaky form of the gunner would be a far easier target than either of these tricky humans.

      “No!” Irie shouted, as the lizard broke away from them and sprinted across the dirt on a murderous course toward Val, sending up clouds of sand behind it as it ran.

      The captain fired the Device, but the creature was once again too fast, and the flames barely reached it before it was leaping toward the stumbling Val, one hand holding his head to shake off whatever drug they had pumped him full of.

      BAM!

      But what the bird-lizard monster might not have been aware of in its primitive mind was that the Duergar themselves were once dedicated predators. They had the same primal instincts encoded into their DNA, and Val Pathok, the Hero of the Chenga Pass, reacted, one mighty clawed fist slapping the creature around the head as fast as a striking snake.

      The crowd fell silent as the lizard-bird staggered backwards, stumbled on its two legs, and fell to the floor, dead.

      The crowd roared their approval, cheers and shouts from all around them. “CHENGA! CHENGA! CHENGA!”

      “Is that it? Have we passed the test?” Eliard let his shoulders slump in exhaustion, his heart still thumping but the Device reacting and shrinking, once again returning to its strange form.

      “Ah, I don’t think it’s over yet, Cap’.” Irie was pulling on Eliard’s shoulder, forcing him to look at what was happening to Val.

      The gunner was still shaking his head as if bothered by something, and the pair could see that his shoulders were shaking.

      “Val? What’s happening? What have they done to you!” Irie called, starting toward him.

      “Grargh!” Val suddenly pounded the floor with his fists, and the pair of humans could swear that they actually felt the impact through the ground. Then Val lifted from his crouch to glare at them, and he roared.

      “I, uh, I don’t think he’s very happy…” Irie stopped, her eyes wide. Neither of them had ever seen Val like this before. His entire face was twisted into one of feral fury as he bared his tusks and shouted at them, his eyes just two sparks of hate.

      “HADOO ROOT,” the hidden speaker announced, earning cheers from the crowd. “ALL OUR CLAN WARRIORS WILL RECOGNIZE ITS EFFECTS. WE FEED IT TO OUR BRAVEST BEFORE BATTLE, AND VAL PATHOK USED TO BE VERY BRAVE INDEED…”

      “No…” Irie was backing away, but the perverse entertainment for the Duergar wasn’t over yet. There was the sudden snap of taut wires and spiraling into the arena on all sides of them, to land with heavy thumps, were large bladed and non-bladed weapons. Eliard recognized one of the pikes, a two-handed axe, and an iron-shod club.

      “Captain…” Irie was saying, backing away from the snarling and roaring Val.

      “Get a weapon,” he advised.

      Val started to charge toward them, seizing the two-handed axe in a smooth move before sprinting, hopping, and jumping.

      The captain reacted, bringing the Device up even as it changed, turning into its own blade of shining blue-scale.

      CLANG! The gunner’s overhead strike still threw Eliard backwards, but it hadn’t sheared through the Device—or his arm.

      “Cap’n, no! That’s Val!” Irie was shouting as she ran for the nearest of the thrown weapons—the iron-shod club.

      “Right now, that’s not Val Pathok,” Eliard snarled, leveling his own blade at his advancing gunner. The captain could feel the savage joy rising in him as the Device tried to take control over his instincts and his metabolism, flooding him with adrenaline and testosterone, reknitting his muscles and lacing his bones.

      “Ragh!” Val’s next sweep almost tore Eliard’s arm clean off, but he managed to turn it just in time, before Val jumped back to circle the man who had been his superior.

      “Come on, big guy. You got something to work out?” Eliard murmured, and even at the sound of another being’s voice, the Duergar roared and charged, once again striking out with the axe—

      Clang! Eliard hit it broadside, knocking it out of the way before darting in with the Device raised high—

      “Captain, no!” Irie’s last minute shout was the only thing that managed to reach the captain’s mind as, at the very last moment, he ordered the Device to change the blade to a club, and he pummeled Val Pathok with it.

      “Ugh!” A grunt of pain, but Val was quick, batting with his fist in the same gesture that had killed the lizard-bird. The blow hit Eliard across the shoulder and sent him flying through the air to the oohs and ahhs of the crowd.

      “Captain…?” Irie looked at his stilled body and wondered if their gunner had just killed their captain. Before she had a chance to run to him, Val was already breaking into motion, charging across the sand to get to her, raising the axe in one meaty claw.

      “Val, no! Please! It’s me!” Irie begged as she held out the iron-shod club uselessly. She knew that he was too big, too quick, for her like this, and she couldn’t run.

      Clang! The blow that Val threw sent the club spiraling out of her hands to cartwheel across the sand.

      “CHENGA! CHENGA!” The crowd was roaring, urging their frenzied hero on as he slammed one hand into Irie to push her to the ground, roaring into her face as he lifted the axe in one hand over his head—

      “Val!” Irie screamed at him, and, for a moment, the gunner’s eyes flickered. His whole body shook as he looked down at the human mechanic. Some small voice inside of him was saying that he knew her, was shouting that he spare her…

      But the necessities of evolution were a hard taskmistress, as the gunner’s green blood clamored for absolute, complete victory.

      “Val, it’s me. Your friend!” Irie begged, and in return, Val twitched, leaning forward with his shovel-like head to sniff at the puny human he held underneath him.

      THWAP. “No pay raise for you!” the captain shouted as he hit his gunner, hard, over the back of the head with the Device that had now transformed into a hardened fist like a boulder. Val Pathok made a small, startled noise before half-turning to look at who would dare to attack him, before collapsing on top of Irie.

      “Ugh. Captain?” the mechanic managed to say. “Can you get this guy off me, please?”
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        * * *

      

      “Very good, Captain.” Amidst the silence of the amphitheater, there was the sound of a slow clap as one lone Duergar stood up.

      It was Pathok Ma, the captain was sure of it. The crowds around the pair of humans had fallen to just a low murmur of whispering noise. The two did not have cheers or the roars of encouragement that the lizard-birds or Val Pathok had.

      “I guess they don’t like us.” Eliard flicked his arm and pointed it in the direction of the singular standing Duergar. “I can probably take him out,” he said, the battle-lust still strong in his system.

      “No, Captain. Remember why we’re here. We need them,” Irie said, holding her injured hand.

      In fact, the weapon had done little to threaten or deter the Duergar war chief, as the captain heard a dry, rasping laugh rise across the arena toward him.

      “Oh, go on, just one little shot…” Eliard hissed.

      “Cap’n, no!” Irie appeared adamant, before considering. “Only if they really do want to kill us…”

      “Deal.” The captain put his hand down. “What now, Pathok? Have we passed your test?” he shouted.

      “Yes, Captain, you have!” the war chief roared at them, and to this, at least, the crowd appeared appreciative, stamping their feet and clapping in agreement. “But as to your other offer? The answer to that is still, I am afraid, a no.”

      What? The captain seethed with anger. “Then just what the was the point of all this?” he hissed at Irie.

      “They’re Duergar. Do they need a reason to fight?” Irie suggested.

      The war chief bellowed at them once again. “You have shown yourselves worthy to be here, on Duric. You are strong enough to walk these streets. You are free to go.” There was a clap, and one of the gates that held back the lizard monsters slid open.

      “Wow. Such gratitude.” The captain sneered, reaching down to try and haul on Val’s arm to drag his gunner along with him. “We’ll just have to find some other army to enlist again Alpha,” he muttered to his mechanic.

      “STOP!” the war chief shouted. “I said you two have proven yourselves strong enough to walk on Duric. Not Val Pathok.” The Duergar’s voice was cold and strong, and there was a grumble of noise from the amphitheater—shouts both for and against.

      “What, are you crazy? Val is one of my crew!” Eliard shouted back. “You can’t seriously think that he isn’t strong enough to meet your standards.”

      “Val Pathok lost his battle. Against two humans,” the chief shouted back, and the captain saw that it wasn’t just for his benefit. The war chief was declaring something to the crowds. This is all a performance. This is a show for them, not for us, he realized.

      “Val Pathok, my very own son, may have once been the Hero of the Chenga Pass, but the same rules apply to him as it does to me and to all of us,” the chief called. “He failed his test. He lost the right to walk amongst us as an equal. I claim him as my thrall.”

      “No!” Irie shouted back. “How dare you!”

      “My decision is final, human, and in case you forget, I am a war chief. This is my city, and the capital city of Dur. I suggest that you take my generous offer of your lives and leave.”

      “But—” Irie began to say, but Eliard hissed at her and pulled her back.

      “Leave it, Irie. This is a con. It’s a rigged game. He was always going to win, and one of us was always going to lose.” He turned, hauling his struggling mechanic behind him across the arena to the somewhat appreciative claps of his audience, and into the darks of the arched gate.

      “Wise choice, Captain Eliard!” the words of the war chief followed them into the tunnel.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel was made of stone, and it smelled faintly of lizard. A strip of LED lights was set at sporadic intervals overhead, providing pools of a dim glow and revealing a wide tunnel that led slowly upwards.

      “Captain, how could you leave Val back there like that!?” Irie shook herself free from him, frustration and anger written in every line of her body. For a moment, the captain thought that she was going to turn around and run straight back down the tunnel to where the circle of floodlights off the arena still shone, but if she had intended to, the heavy clang of the gates stopped her.

      “He’s one of us. One of the Blade!” she almost shouted at him.

      “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten that, Irie,” Eliard said heavily. “Come on, we need to get out of here before the war chief decides he can’t allow us to live.” He started to walk up the tunnel, to where some fresher, cooler night air was eddying toward them.

      “I can’t believe you just said that.” Irie stopped in her tracks. “You’re really going to run away? To let that oaf beat us?”

      Eliard spun on his heel, a bit of that old savage anger sparking again in his dark eyes. “No, Irie, I am not! But neither do I have a death wish!” he hissed, looking up and down the tunnel suspiciously. “Now listen up and listen good, because neither of us have the time to go over this again. What I said back there in the arena was true. It was a rigged game, from the moment we opened our eyes. I should know, because I’m about as crooked as they come, and I can tell a scam when I see one.”

      “What are you talking about, Captain? How did the war chief know we wouldn’t die? Or his son die instead?” Irie said.

      “Because he didn’t have to know,” Eliard said quickly. “All of that up there, that wasn’t to test anything. That wasn’t even to punish Val. It was a show. I realized as soon as I heard the crowd react to him claiming Val as a slave. Think about it. Pathok Ma—Val’s very own dad—hated his son, but he couldn’t do anything about it because Val was the Hero of the Chenga Pass. Now that he has proved that his son is a failure—at least, according to his standards—he gets to claim him as a thrall, and never have to worry about handing over the war chiefship, or however it works here, to Val.”

      “But what if Val had killed us, or those bloodthirsty lizard-things had?” Irie pointed out.

      “Then he gets rid of two humans that he doesn’t want to deal with anyway, and he has proven to Val that he really is a bloodthirsty psychopath,” Eliard said, before sighing heavily and squeezing the bridge of his nose. “As strange as this is to say, our gunner, Val Pathok, is the only person who can convince the Duergar people to fight with Ponos against Valyien. And Val is now a slave.”

      “So, what are we going to do about it?” Irie said, looking back to the arena behind them.

      “We’re going to do what we always do when one of our own is threatened,” Eliard said. “We’re going to sneak in and start busting some heads until they give him back. But first, we’re going to get out of this crazy place and work out where they’re going to be keeping him.” Eliard seized his mechanic’s hand (the uninjured one) and they ran up the tunnel.

      Ahead of them, the tunnel opened out into a night-lit courtyard of stone. Some kind of staging area for slaves or beasts to be driven to the fighting arena, the captain thought. They had barely crossed into this space when shadows detached themselves from the walls, and blades glinted in the dark.
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      Cassandra awoke to brightness. Funny, somehow, she had never expected to go to heaven when she died, she thought for a moment, before a shadow moved across her vision and she realized that no, this wasn’t heaven.

      The shadow was Argyle Trent, or the monster that the scientist Argyle Trent had become. He still wore his faded scientist’s suit, but his head had sunk as his shoulders and neck had expanded. His skin was now a sickly white-blue, deeper in color than the Duergar, and not scaled. The most gruesome change was what had happened to his arms, two large pincers like a praying mantis ripped from the sleeves of the suit where his elbows and forearms should have been, and he stood to one side of her, making odd little wavering movements. They were both in a room that was a pristine white, lying on a bench that was also white, but it wasn’t made of metal. It felt oddly porous underneath her, as she pushed herself up to examine where she was. The table looked like a medical bench, but it wasn’t. It was a perfectly-grown white rock, or coral, she thought as she picked at it with a nail.

      The room was round and made of the same white porous rock as her resting place, and there appeared to be no seams anywhere. No panels, no joins. This room had been grown, she thought, and suddenly everything came flooding back to her. The Adiba Research Station. The blue-scale virus that she had been infected by.

      The Q’Lot.

      She sat bolt upright when she realized where she must be. In her last conscious moments on board the station—after the others had thought she was dead and left—the Q’Lot had arrived, and they had appeared to be attacking the Armcore research facility. But they weren’t, were they?

      She slipped off the table, pleased to see that at least she was still wearing her own clothes and that all sign of the blue-scale virus had vanished from her skin. She checked her pulse to find it elevated, but then again, she thought that was probably normal, given the situation.

      Hostage of the Q’Lot. It was the sort of thing that you might hear in the lower reaches of Date Space. A pulp fiction story, perhaps. The Q’Lot were an ancient alien race which had so far had very little to do with the Imperial Coalition. They were as old as the Valyien—because from Duergar records, the two races had been at war, although no one remembered why.

      The Q’Lot were a quixotic species. They were regarded as myths and scare stories by most of the Imperial Coalition citizens, but Cassandra Milan, a well-trained and highly-placed agent of House Archival, knew better. She knew to listen to the chance reports of the odd deep-space hauler, as they described encounters with glowing, impossible structures like stars or anemones in the middle of the deep.

      The Q’Lot would sometimes attack, and sometimes they would do nothing at all. Most of the time, they would disappear, performing warp jumps that didn’t look like anything that the Imperial Coalition could pull off. But then again, everything about the Q’Lot looked like things that the Imperial Coalition couldn’t pull off. From their ships that looked more like living coral reef structures to how they moved or attacked, they were alien in every sense of the word.

      And I seem to be their guest, she thought, moving to one of the walls, to see it reacting to her approach.

      The wall pulled back, not in the metallic ‘petal’ way that the Imperial Coalition used, but instead as if it were drawing into itself, organically diminishing and growing smaller as she advanced.

      “This is bio tech,” Cassandra whispered. But it was an order of biological technology that she had never seen before. These weren’t custom-made viruses or prosthetic implants. This was a full living organism and building, all melded into one.

      If that impressed her, then what was to happen next would leave her speechless. Cassandra Milan walked into a grotto. Or a garden, she thought a little dreamily.

      It looked like some kind of corridor, in the sense that it was narrower than it was long. It was also crowded, the walls heavy and verdant with strange plant-like growths whose stamens and extended flower-parts glowed with bioluminescence. She didn’t recognize even one of the plants, although many of them were suggestive of others that she had seen in various worlds throughout the Coalition. But all of these leaves and petals, fronds and flowers, were wrong somehow to her human eyes. The leaves were too fleshy, more suggestive of animal tongues than plant-life. Or stranger yet, some of the flowers appeared made out of the same whitish coral rock, but they appeared to have grown out of their host plants. There was also nowhere that she could see that one plant clearly ended and another began, like they were grafted onto, and out of, each other.

      There was light at the end of the grotto, and Cassandra pushed her way through the undergrowth and emerged in what could only be described as a temple.

      The oval space was large—a cavern, with more of these strange plants on every conceivable wall and ceiling. Only the floor was smooth and bare, and it held in its center a giant cathedral shape of bone or coral.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered in awe.

      It was again white, but a hard crystal-white, with points and brackets that were approaching translucence, and it was far bigger than the Mercury Blade, which meant that this cavern had to be huge, according to the agent’s reckoning. Like a vast growth of coral brackets, the thing sat in the center of the room, and Cassandra watched as several figures moved across the floor toward it.

      The Q’Lot were disturbingly normal after the strangeness of their technology, all apart from their heads, which swept back into miniature brackets of coral. At first, she thought that they were bipedal, humanoid, until she saw the extra pair of smaller praying-mantis arms clutched across their chests like devout monks. They wore deep ochre robes, flowing from their heads and with an extra pair of sleeves for their torso arms, and they moved sedately and gracefully toward the largest temple of bracket-coral.

      What are they doing? she wondered as she watched the figures—each must have been at least seven or eight feet, if she had her perspective right—approach the large crystal form and reach up to slowly caress or depress certain ‘tines’ of the coral. This seemed to have some effect on the larger structure itself, as light pulled up and down its plant body, filling it with radiance.

      And then, the crystal-coral tree started to move.

      Cassandra watched as some of the outgrowing tentacles, once looking as solid as the crystal they mimicked, started to unfold and move aside, forming a kind of opening for the delegation of aliens.

      “Dammit! I can’t see what they’re doing,” Cassandra hissed to herself or to Argyle Trent behind her, she wasn’t sure which, as she moved deeper into the cavern to get a better look.

      Something was coming out of the crystal temple-tree toward them. It shone with the same radiance as the rest of the tree. The branches moved aside to let it lower toward the standing Q’Lot, losing its brilliance as it came, until Cassandra could finally see just what it was.

      A person. Or, more specifically, another Q’Lot, a little smaller and hunched compared to the others. It had no robes, but it was too bright and too far away for Cassandra to make out any more of the creature’s strange plant-animal physiognomy as it was presented to its fellows like a babe being presented to their parents after birth.

      Maybe that is just what I am looking at, she thought in awe. The nearest Q’Lot produced one of the same tan-ochre robes that it itself wore, to draw it around the new Q’Lot’s shoulders protectively as there was an audible tock as the crystal tree detached from the smaller being. The House Archival Agent heard a sound, like a gasp but in a much higher register, like a bird’s, and the Q’Lot was falling forward into the arms of its waiting fellows, who appeared pleased with the result.

      “What just happened? What have I witnessed?” she said again, still staring at the strange reunion. The new Q’Lot was smaller than the others, and its head-brackets were less profuse, but it appeared to already hold whatever strange conversations they could between each other. Within just a few short seconds, it was even walking on its own.

      Crunch. There was a rustle and slight intake of breath behind her, and Cassandra spun around, her agent’s training kicking in as she reached for her hip weapon—only to find that she had none.

      Standing behind them was another of the robe-wearing, bracket-headed Q’Lot, and up this close, it looked even taller than it did from afar. The creature had a mouth that stretched across the smaller, lower part of the thing’s white face, and two tiny eye holes from which glittered dark orbs. Cassandra, a member of House Archival and used to reading and analyzing every possible situation around her, had no idea what the thing was thinking. She couldn’t read any trace of emotion in its alien visage.

      It gestured over her shoulder, toward the crystal tree.

      “I guess you want me to go there,” she said, not completely sure if that was indeed what he wanted.

      Cassandra considered her options: I have no idea if I am on board a ship or on a home world, or some other colony. I have no idea how to escape, or even if I would be able to fly any Q’Lot vessel I came across. She might not even be able to recognize a Q’Lot vessel she ran into, given all this weird architecture.

      They had talked to the crystal tree by touching it, she thought. Was it the same way that we use computers? She wondered if everything around her, every plant and flower and rock-like structure was, in fact, a living computer. It would certainly be a lot of processing power altogether, she thought.

      She moved forward on the blank white ground, aware of the plants that waved slightly at her approach, and even their bioluminescence seemed to glow and fade as she moved near them. Behind her trod the heavy, stuttering, and misshapen steps of Argyle Trent, and behind him came the tall Q’Lot.

      The crystal tree swept up higher and higher above them, dominating their view. Cassandra could now make out tiny veins of light that swept through the branches and brackets like the firing of neurons. This is the hub. The CPU. The processor, she thought as she stepped onto the raised dais, the other Q’Lot awaiting their arrival.

      “Er…hi?” Cassandra said nervously as she looked up, and then up some more at the tall, strange creatures. All previous House Archival training at misdirection, intelligence gathering, and diplomacy went out the window. For all she knew, she was going to insult them just having to breathe oxygen as much as saying the wrong thing.

      No human had ever done this…well, and lived to tell anyone about it, anyway, she thought. She was actually making first contact with them, the most mysterious species in the entire Galaxy!

      The Q’Lot continued to stare at her, softly turning their tendrilled heads from one side to the next, as if scenting the air in her direction. For a terrifying moment, Cassandra actually thought that they might be able to sense her thoughts.

      And then one of them stepped forward, the smaller Q’Lot which had been attached, and held, inside the crystal tree. It wasn’t like its fellows. It was hunched over, slightly, and the two folded mantis arms over its chest looked withered and crippled. It took a few steps forward toward Cassandra, and the other tall, elegant Q’Lot made even wilder gestures to it, as if in worry? Panic?

      And then the hobbled, newly-arrived Q’Lot opened its mouth, and it spoke.

      “I have been returned to my people,” it said, and although Cassandra was sure that she could hear the high-pitched, clashing hoots of a bird-like language in her ears, she was surprised that she could understand the words that arrived in her mind.

      “Others come back too. Shoals—” Galaxies, Cassandra heard the word translate in her mind. “—have seasons. Cycles. And with them comes the predators… The Valyien have found a way back.”
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      “I thought the war chief said that we were free to go!” Eliard spat at the Duergar shapes as they coalesced around them. His leg was still bleeding from earlier, and they hadn’t even had a chance to bandage Irie’s hand yet. But it didn’t look like the Duergar in front of them was interested in mercy.

      They were large, for their kind, and even though they had alien forms, Eliard could still recognize the statures of trained warriors. They wore rough canvas robes like a monk’s, rough and heavy so that they obscured their bodies—apart from their fists—and with hoods high over their shovel-like heads. Only the glint of starlight on their cracked tusks and in their predatory eyes remained.

      “Just like a human,” one of the thugs growled. “Weak. You beg when you could fight.” There was the hum of charge, and from the folds of his robes, he produced a Duergar energy weapon, looking like a short spear but which crackled with white and blue energy. In response, Eliard flicked his forearm, and the Device rippled and shook, its blue-scale sheaths changing and arranging to form into the devastating gun.

      “You really wanna dance with us?” Eliard pointed the weapon straight at the lead Duergar. He figured that they must have seen the effect it’d had in the arena. They must have known that it was more powerful than their energy blades.

      “Gah!” The lead Duergar snapped his wrist as he dove to one side, his robes flaring behind him as the energy weapon shot out its accumulated energy straight at the captain.

      THOOM! Eliard fired as he too jumped to one side. As well as having the Device to his advantage, he also prided himself that he was a pretty good sharpshooter. Still, he only managed to score a grunt of pain from his moving opponent as it winged him across the shoulder.

      “Hyah!” Irie jumped and rolled as another of the energy weapons fired at her, but she rolled toward one of the three Duergar, popping up with her good hand striking out to connect with the creature’s instep. There was a grunt of pain as the Duergar fell and rolled, and Irie was bouncing up to her feet once again and reaching for his energy weapon—

      FZT! The first Duergar, the speaker, fired from his crouch at Eliard, burning the dirt and narrowly missing him as the captain spun, raised the Device, and—

      “Ach!” Fire burned across his shoulder as the third of the Duergar combatants shot the captain. A glancing blow perhaps, but still enough to send him rolling head over heels. He felt the Armcore encounter suit react, hardening its fibers to form a protective shell over the blast on his shoulder, but he still felt raw and scalded underneath.

      What was worse, the blow had given his prime attacker time to leap toward him, landing a kick across Eliard’s chest. Once again, the suit reacted to harden under the impact, so instead of breaking ribs, it merely bruised them as Eliard hit the dirt again.

      There are too many of them. They’re too big— his battered mind had a moment to think, before he reached up to bat the descending energy blade out of the way and try to get a decent angle with the Device. There were none, as the two Duergar had closed around him and resorted to their brute strength to wrestle his dangerous weapon out of their way.

      “Captain!” Just a little way away, Irie was having about the same luck as she fought just one of the Duergar, with only her fists and feet. The mechanic was not trained the same way that the captain had been, and neither of them had the elite martial training of either Val Pathok or Cassandra Mila, but Irie was determined not to die. She punched her opponent strongly across the face and heard the satisfying crack as one of his tusks dislodged inside the great jaw.

      But such things were commonplace for a Duergar, and in return, the robed oaf merely headbutted the smaller woman with the great pebble-scale dome of their head.

      “Agh!” She fell back, blinking and staggering, and the Duergar she was fighting rose with a triumphant grin.

      But where Irie might not be as mighty or as fast as others, she made up for with sheer grit. In her hands, she held the stolen energy-blade weapon of the Duergar, dropped in the fight, and she squeezed the trigger handle as the Duergar’s small eyes widened.

      FZT! The shot was point blank, burning through the Duergar’s robes and sending the large form flying backwards. Irie turned around hurriedly to try and help the captain, only to see that she was already too late. Someone else had gotten there first.

      The captain was struggling to his feet, and around him were the two bodies of his attackers. One with a smoking chest, and the other with a large blade sticking out of his back.

      “Captain, did you do that?” Irie hissed quickly.

      “No, he did.” Eliard nodded to the new arrival, a smaller Duergar dressed in rugged leathers and a coarse battle harness, holding a heavy laser rifle in his hands.

      “Come on, no time,” this new Duergar said to them, and Eliard thought that he might be younger than many they had seen so far. His scales were not to pronounced or as heavy as the others, and his eyes were a shocking pale green, like the first flush of new growth in spring. “I’m a friend. We have to get you two out of here,” their savior said, beckoning them to follow as he ran into the night.
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      “Who are you?” Eliard breathed, his chest burning from the effort, and not just the running but the pummeling that he had taken from the others.

      “Never mind who I am, you should be asking who they were,” the younger Duergar said. He still only had the nubs of horns along his forehead, and his tusks were not the large tiger-like teeth of the larger Duergar, but were still rounded, and only barely showed past scaled lips.

      But the most obvious difference between this Duergar and any of the others that they had fought was the fact that he wore clothes that did not seem to declare him to be a warrior, or one of Pathok Ma’s chosen. His battle-harness was clearly home-made—an X of leather straps wound and padded over the shoulders and at the hips, cinched tight with buckles and ties. His breeches were also made of a durable, dark material and were covered in utility pockets.

      And then there was the fact that he didn’t seem to have half as many weapons as most Duergar I’ve seen. The captain noted only a simple belt knife, a good one for skinning or spearing meat or cutting cord, not an enemy’s throat, and of course the heavy rifle. All the other Duergar that either Eliard or Irie had seen were only too happy to proudly display their energy blades, lances, swords, axes, and a variety of blasters about their person.

      “Those that attacked you? They’re called the Chief’s Watch,” their companion said, his broad chest rising and falling like a bellows as he peered around the corner of a stone building and down a slowly descending cobbled street. They could all hear the sounds of shouts and the occasional harsh laughter, but that didn’t seem to bother their guide. Maybe the sound of violence is normal for a Duergar city, the captain thought.

      “They’re another reason why the war chief must fall,” their guide said heavily, and as he did so, the captain saw him touch his neck, where there hung from a string what looked to be exactly like a Duergar tooth, the captain saw with a little distaste.

      “So, I figure that you’re not a fan of War Chief Pathok Ma?” he said as he caught his breath.

      “No. And I’m not the only one, either. There are a lot of us who think that he’s lost sight of the old ways.” Their guide nodded and took off across the moonlit cobbles as Eliard and Irie followed him to the next darkened alley. Then they stopped and paused once again.

      “You know Val?” Irie asked the questions this time, as Eliard was still limping and hissing in pain from his earlier injury.

      “No. But my father Herg Lah did. He fought beside him at the Chenga Pass,” the young Duergar said, casting a wary look at his followers. “There are many who think that your gunner is a hero.”

      “Really? That’s not quite the impression that we got at the War Chief’s Hall…” Eliard muttered.

      “No, you wouldn’t. The chief has packed it full of warriors as bloodthirsty as he is,” the guide said.

      “But I thought that you Duergar, if you excuse me…” the captain said, before the dark look from their guide instantly shut him up.

      “Not all,” he said heavily. “There are some of us who want to honor the old ways, but who also want to join the Imperial Coalition of home worlds. We Duergar have been treated as little more than savages by everyone, and before that, we were slaves to the Valyien,” he said, his vivid green eyes shining with passionate intensity. “And war chiefs like Pathok Ma only help spread that illusion, that we’re brutes. That we can’t think, engineer, negotiate, trade.”

      The captain was fairly stunned by this turn of events. He had to think that even after all of the years of flying with Val, he had been one of the people to think that about the Durish people. What an idiot I have been, he thought, and not for the first time, and not only about this. He had known Val to pilot the Mercury, as well as to step in to help with repairs. Perhaps he’s not great at the negotiation bit though, remembering the many occasions when Val successfully closed a pirate deal with a heavy fist to the face of their opposite negotiators. But it got the job done, he had to admit.

      “Pathok Ma is a curse to the honor of the Durish people,” the guide continued. “Val was right when he said that he shouldn’t have slaughtered all the hearth-steaders of that uprising. Now, half of Dur either hates Pathok Ma or is terrified of him. Which is kind of the same thing, if you think about it.”

      Eliard was shocked at that surprisingly astute bit of psychology, coming from the form of a creature that was far wider than him, and covered in scales. But appearances can be deceptive, he regarded the sheathed and scaled Device on his own arm, as the guide concluded.

      “Dur will be at war for a hundred years or more if we don’t find a way to stop War Chief Ma. And while that is not something that frightens me, and I know that any Duergar will be happy for the fight, I would rather our people advance as we could, and not be put back a generation with another senseless war.”

      “Wise words,” Eliard muttered. Especially, he thought, given what he knew was coming. Alpha.

      “Come on, we’re almost there.” The guide ran across the street to the next alley, followed it at what was, for Eliard, a punishing pace to where it ended in a wide and abandoned street under a tall stone wall. This part of Duric appeared to be abandoned or misused, as the walls were covered with the heavy, fleshy vines, and partially hidden from view was an old, black-iron gate. It took their guide just a few moments to break the old bars from the rotted mortar at their base, and they were into the wilds that surrounded the city.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you taking us?” Irie asked.

      “And who are you, anyway?” Eliard said. Their guide had still set a punishing pace, and the captain had never been very good at handling pain.

      The trio had joined with what appeared to be no better than a track through the jungle. In many places, their way was partially obscured by the fleshy fronds of more of the spiky trees or spreading vines. The ground underfoot was damp and thick with humus, and every twig or stone they tripped over revealed strange millipedes and bugs the like of which neither the captain nor Irie had ever seen before.

      “Ko Herg,” the guide called back. He had seemed to relax a little now that he was out of the city of his enemy, and he took a moment to sniff at the air around them, before choosing a new direction through the brush.

      “You know we left our ship back there…” Eliard said with a grunt of pain. He hoped that he didn’t catch anything from this jungle. He’d heard that they harbored all sorts of strange viruses, and the thought of a virus that affected Duergar eating him was just too frightening to think about.

      “Your ship will be impounded,” Ko said matter-of-factly.

      “What!? Then we have to go back!” the captain said, his pain forgotten. This was his ship. His ship.

      “Calm down, human.” Ko Herg rolled his eyes. “They won’t do anything to it, not yet. But I bet you that there will be some reason as to why it’s currently surrounded by more of the chief’s guards.”

      “We did alright against that last lot of, what did you call them, the Chief’s Watch?”

      “It won’t be them. The Chief’s Watch are like the underground enforcers of the war chief’s will. Even Pathok Ma has to pretend to be honorable, so it’s an open secret that he uses his watch for everything else. Note how they didn’t have any flags or insignia on them?” Ko Herg reached up to scramble up the nearest incline. “Besides, we’re almost at the camp.”

      “The camp?” Irie said.

      “Yeah.” Their guide extended a large clawed hand to help Irie up the embankment. “I told you that there were more of us who didn’t agree with the war chief, didn’t I?”

      The captain and Irie saw that he wasn’t joking. After scrambling up the incline and into a dense bit of the jungle, their path opened out to a wide clearing on top of this shelf of jungle, where there appeared to be an encampment capable of housing at least a few hundred Duergar.

      “We’ll get the healer to look at your leg and get you a place to rest, but don’t expect much, I’m afraid.” Ko Herg nodded to the small tents and huts made out of old canvas or jungle-wood. Small campfires were scattered here and there throughout the encampment, around which sat the guards or those who couldn’t sleep.

      Eliard thought back to the capital city of Duric—the gun emplacements, the squadrons of the war chief’s guards in full encounter armor patrolling the city. When he looked back at the couple of a hundred people here, male, female, young and old, he wondered if he might not have a better chance of rescuing Val alone.
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      “Captain, wake up!” Irie hissed to him, and Eliard wondered just how many times in his recent service to Ponos he had been woken by some terrible news by his chief  engineer. Too many.

      “Urgh,” he groaned. Everything hurt, his body felt stiff and achy, and he wondered when this torment was going to end.

      When I get Val back. When I stop Valyien. When I pay Armcore back for helping to kill Cassandra. The captain might have a melodramatic soul, but he was a fast learner, and he pushed himself up from the jungle floor and the thin blanket that had been his bed. The first thing he saw was his bandaged leg. The medical supplies of the dissidents they were staying with had run out seasons ago, according to the old Durish woman who had worked on his injured leg last night. That meant that instead of pristine flesh made new by a genetic spray, or the white, sterile, medikit field dressings that he knew were stocked inside the Mercury Blade, he was looking at a leg wrapped in long jungle leaves and secured with corn, over a foul-smelling unction.

      Dear stars, he groaned. “I bet there’s no coffee, either.”

      “They’ve got Gabor?” Irie held up a wooden bowl that looked as though it had been shaped out of a very large seed. “It’s quite alright actually, when you get used to it. And eat it in small bites.”

      “No thanks.” Eliard almost retched, looking around for his boots. They sat on the dark soil of the forest floor, beside a fire ringed with stones that had long since given itself over to coals. Near them were little huts made out of halved tree trunks, or stretches of canvas that appeared repurposed from industry, still with large glyphs and numbers stamped onto their sides. It was daytime, and the air hummed and buzzed with the sound of insects and distant shrieks of wildlife.

      “Where is everyone?” Eliard yawned, scratching at his stubble. All that he could see was the occasional Duergar going about their camp tasks, or the resounding cracks as Duergar children played the game that seemed to give them endless delight, ‘headbutt.’

      “It’s almost midday, and Ko Herg and the others are having some kind of meeting.” Irie looked serious. “I listened in and it seems that Ko wants to break Val out of the war chief’s prison.”

      “That sounds good to me. What’s the problem?” Eliard yawned again and stretched.

      “The others don’t think that they’re ready.” Irie looked around at their camp. Hardly a bit of technology anywhere in sight, the captain saw, and knew that they would be going up against an opponent with all sorts of tanks, drones, and military hardware. “And I think that they might be right,” Irie said heavily.

      Eliard swore. “Why don’t they just tell us where they’ve got him held captive? I’m sure…”

      “Captain. Even with that thing on your arm, it looked as though the Duergar were soundly beating the living hell out of you,” his mechanic said seriously, and the captain knew that she was right. He looked down at the Device. What is wrong with it, he thought. Ponos had told him that it would shift to meet any challenge.

      “Still,” the captain settled for saying. “I’m not leaving Val to rot in some dungeon.”

      “No,” Irie said, just as adamantly. “We just need to figure out some way to get the dissidents to win.”

      Eliard paused, looking at the dirt underneath him as his mind raced. He was just Eliard Martin, and even with the Device, he was still just one man, an injured one. He was no Duergar. He couldn’t fight off armies single-handedly. He had no other weapons, and he wasn’t able to get to the Mercury. Looking at Irie, he calculated as best as he was able. She was an excellent engineer. If she could get her hands on pretty much anything, then she might be able to rig something that would help them. But against a city?

      I need to get Val back! He kicked at the dirt, felt pain shoot through his leg, and shouted. Idiot. It wasn’t just the fact that he needed Val to help him on the Mercury Blade, they were friends.

      And I have lost too many of those already. He thought of the House Archival Agent, Cassandra Milan. He was supposed to have been her captain. If anyone was supposed to die for the sake of the mission, then it should have been him.

      And now it looks like I am just down to one crew member left, he thought. Just how bad of a captain am I?

      And that was when he had an idea. And luckily, he still had the means to carry out his plan in the form of the wrist computer. “Please work,” he muttered, tapping its screen to get at the holographic keypad, and there to slide through the menu options until he found the exact glyph he was looking for. A small red triangle with the dot of an eye in its center.

      “Ponos, I need your help.” He tapped the symbol, hoping that the Armcore machine intelligence hadn’t been exaggerating when it had said that it had updated all of their hardware.

      “Captain? What are you doing? Are you using data-space?” Irie looked at him in horror. She knew, they all knew, that Alpha had free access to the layer of quantum data that the Imperial Coalition used to relay information. That meant that Alpha could scan that data for any signs of his enemies.

      “I know, but it’s important,” the captain said. “This is Val.”

      “I rather think you should listen to your engineer, Captain Martin,” the suave voice of the Armcore intelligence returned from his wrist.

      Thank the stars. “Well, she’ll probably tell you that I’ve never done that, so I guess that I am not about to start doing so now,” Eliard said. “I need your help.”

      “I gathered. What do you need me to do?” Ponos replied.

      “I need you to kill someone for me,”” the captain said. “Just little hunter-killer drone, that’s all.”

      “And will removing this person make your mission easier? Will it bring us closer to defeating Alpha?” Ponos asked.

      “Yes,” the captain said immediately, despite the hard look that Irie gave him. Well, it would, he thought. It would mean that he got Val Pathok back, and he needed Val.

      “Good. Who?” The fact that the machine intelligence didn’t offer any more quibbles or even any moral argument for or against an assassination did make Eliard slightly queasy, however.

      “Pathok Ma, the War Chief of Duric,” he said.

      There was a moment’s pause on the other end, to be broken by the machine intelligence’s voice. “Clearly, your mission has failed. The answer is no, and I wish you to return to the Endurance immediately,” it stated.

      “No, you don’t understand. Pathok Ma is the reason why the Duergar won’t fight with us. He as much told us. If we can remove him…” the captain said.

      “Then you will have to negotiate your position with the next in charge, as far as I understand,” Ponos said. “And who is the next in charge? What efforts have you made to assure their alliance? Can you be assured that they speak for the majority of Dur, or just the city of Duric? Have you made inroads into treating with the other war chiefs? How many ships and Duergar warriors can you raise?” Ponos spoke breathlessly, presumably because the machine intelligence didn’t need to breathe.

      “Ah…” the captain said.

      “Precisely, Captain. I am not averse to killing for the sake of saving the galaxy from Valyien, but I am afraid that your plan as it stands will not work. I am a military intelligence, and I know the steps that you need to take in order to assure a profitable succession.”

      Eliard shuddered, wondering just how many other revolutions or uprisings that the intelligence had supported behind the scenes. Too many, no doubt.

      “Ponos, please. This monster has Val!” Eliard tried again.

      “Not my, or your, concern. You must return to the Endurance, where we will initiate Plan C.”

      “Plan C? What happened to Plan B?” Eliard said.

      “You are already failing at it.” Ponos clicked off, leaving the captain fuming.

      “Right. That’s it,” he said, pushing himself up, painfully to his feet.

      “I know that look in your eyes, Captain,” Irie said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I am going to bust some heads together.” Eliard wobbled on his feet. “Now show me where this great high and mighty meeting is happening then.”
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        * * *

      

      They could hear the sounds of the meeting long before they saw it, as the sounds of angry Duergar were not easy to ignore. Irie pushed through the jungle, with the captain limping beside her, toward a large clearing a little way off from the camp, where nearly the entire dissident encampment appeared to be arguing. Duergar were everywhere, sitting, standing, and shoving others up against trees as they growled through their tusks into the faces of those who dared argue with them. This space appeared to be reserved for just such activity, Eliard saw, as there was a large bonfire pit in the center, unlit in the fierce heat of the midday, and the ground was trampled and churned with the many raucous meetings that the dissidents had had over their time in exile.

      “By the stars. How do they ever expect to run a city if they can’t agree on anything?” the captain said heavily from the tree line. He looked for Ko, to find him in the thick of the argument, shoving a much larger Duergar back into his fellows before angrily poking his claw at another.

      “And that is WHY I would never follow any of your stupid ideas!” they heard him roar.

      “Enough of this.” Eliard’s mood turned foul. As much as he didn’t want to get involved, he knew that he needed them—especially if Ponos wasn’t going to help.

      “ENOUGH!” he shouted, punching out with the Device on his arm for it to disgorge a burning plasma ball over their heads and into the canopy of the jungle. There was a dull boom of the explosion, and the clearing was littered with broken twigs and charred leaves.

      “Hey! What?!” The Duergar turned, growling and hissing at the intrusion.

      “Well, you got their attention at least,” Irie said, nervously as the few hundred troll-like beings looked at them with fury.

      “That’s right, it was me,” the captain said, putting a bit of his old pirate swagger into his voice. “And the next shot will be at the first Duergar to interrupt me!” He stepped into the clearing and made his way toward the middle. The Duergar around dwarfed his puny size, but he stuck his chin out and walked (or limped) as resolutely as he could.

      “Now, not all of you know who I am. I’m Captain Eliard Martin, of the Mercury Blade, and there is a Duergar in that city over there who is my friend,” he shouted at them. “Val Pathok, I am sure that you all know the name?”

      His outburst was met by mutters and grumbles, some of them seeming to find his imposition into their meeting insulting.

      “Yeah, the Hero of the Chenga Pass, currently lounging in his father’s prison or dungeons for what? For having a brain between his ears.” He turned around to snarl at the other side of the clearing. “Now, while you lot are arguing and bickering amongst each other—” That earned him a wave of angry growls. “—I intend to get my friend out. Why? Because I owe him. He's saved my life on more than one occasion. He put his life on the line for me, and I intend to honor that loyalty. I’ve been hearing all over that Val Pathok is some kind of hero to Duric, to all of you, so what are you going to do to help him? To honor what he did at Chenga, for the likes of all of you?”

      There were more grumbling and dark looks, but what the captain had said had seemed to strike a nerve. “Who are you to speak for us?” said one of the larger, most argumentative Duergar. This one had a greenish cast to his pebble-scales, and one great cracked tooth. “You are human. You know nothing of this, of what we’ve been through. This is about more than just the Hero of the Chenga Pass. This is about our houses getting raided in the middle of the night by the Chief’s Watch. This is about our children disappearing into the chief’s labor mines. This is about Durish honor.”

      Eliard looked at the man. “I may not know about all the troubles that your people have gone through, but I know about trouble. I know about getting played, and scammed, and having others taking advantage of you and there’s not a darn thing you can do about it. I also know that all of this, this entire conversation, isn’t worth a damn because, at the end of the day, we’re all going to die when the Valyien come back.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence, and then it was broken by gales of uproarious laughter.

      “The Valyien? The Valyien are dead fool!”

      “That was over a thousand years ago!”

      “Get this joker out of here, or better yet, teach him a lesson!” Others called for him to be immediately strung up.

      “He’s speaking the truth!” Irie shouted from the side of the clearing.

      “What?” said the greenish Duergar aggressor. “Another human? Why should we care what lies you two are peddling?”

      “We have proof,” Eliard said, raising the Device. “I was ‘given’ this—” He sneered a little at that statement. “—in an attempt to make a weapon that was powerful enough to defeat them. It is Q’Lot technology, developed by Armcore.”

      “Q’Lot?” There were a number of angry murmurs, and not a few guffaws. The Duergar had been slaves of the Valyien, but that had been uplifted specifically to fight the Valyien’s ancient enemy known as the Q’Lot. Now, although the rest of the Imperial Coalition largely regarded them as myths, the Duergar knew different.

      Eliard saw the eyes of the assembled regarding his outstretched arm-canon, its iridescent blue scales, its flaring tendrils like antennae or hairs extending from nodes along its outer edge. Eliard concentrated, flicked his wrist, and the thing transformed, the plates of scale-like chitin sliding over each other and morphing as it turned into a great blue, clawed fist. There was no denying what sort of technology it was.

      “Lies!” the greenish Duergar shouted, pushing through the press of the others to stand across from Eliard. “We can all see that is Q’Lot, but that does not mean that the Valyien are coming back. Your thinking is as slow as any human’s always is.”

      “If this is Q’Lot tech, and it is here, alive, and dangerous, then can you really say with any certainty that the Valyien aren’t also back?” Eliard said. He might not know much about Duergar customs, but he knew how to talk. He knew how to haggle.

      There was more mumbling in the crowd around him, and Eliard knew that the mood of the crowd could go either way. He cleared his throat and spoke again, not taking his eyes off of the Duergar opposing him. “My friend, Val, your Hero of the Chenga Pass, committed himself to stopping this threat, and together we've lost comrades in the fight. And we have fought hard. He believed that the Valyien were coming back. He came here to ask for the help of his people. Of you.”

      He was skating on thin ice, he knew that. They could still turn around and say that he was a human and that they didn’t have to listen to him. He also knew that the only thing he had to barter with was the high esteem they held for Val Pathok.

      “If this human is right, Erkig,” said Ko, pushing his way through next to Eliard, “then we really do have only one enemy. The same enemy that we have always had—the very same ones who imprisoned us and killed us in our millions, who never gave a thought for our freedom or safety, and who used us as a child uses their playthings. The Valyien.”

      “If he is telling the truth,” the green-scaled Erkig grumbled. “I can understand the need to dethrone Pathok Ma. I can even understand the need to honor the commitments that one warrior makes to another—” There was a subtle nod to the captain at this. “—but I do not know about this Valyien business. Either way, we may still die if we attack the city. Look at our numbers!”

      The crowd broke down into more grumbling and arguments between Duergar and Duergar, as young and old argued how, and whether they should even attempt, to take the capital at all.

      “Tell me, Ko,” Eliard said through the corner of his mouth to the smaller Duergar. “Exactly how much support does Val Pathok have, across Duric?” He nodded back the way they had come, back toward the city.

      I don’t want to consider this. This is not how I wanted this to go, he thought. But he was willing to take this step…

      “The Hero of Chenga Pass is a household name. Young Duergar are taught how to fight circle-style, against opponents on all sides as he did, using his techniques.” Ko shrugged. “If he stayed here, at Duric instead of leaving the planet, then a lot of people believe that he would have challenged his father for the position of war chief and they would have welcomed him.”

      Oh great, the captain thought. What do I know of revolutions?

      “And now that Pathok Ma has declared him a coward? A thrall?” Eliard said quickly, eyeing the green-skinned Duergar in front of him.

      “Aye.” Ko nodded sadly. “A lot of the old families will side with the war chief. Weakness is seen as the worst crime for a Duergar.”

      Not that he ever showed any, Eliard thought, his emotions rising high. He couldn’t let another crewmember die, not for a mission that he was supposed to be in charge of.

      “But the younger Duergar? And the hearth-steaders? All of the Duergar like my family, who are deemed too small to be a warrior or who are better suited to working in the farms and hunting, we will all support Val Pathok. He spoke out for Duergar of our class, after the uprising,” Ko said passionately.

      “I guess it’ll have to be good enough,” Eliard said heavily, turning back to the crowd and raising his voice. “You will not be alone in your fight, brave Duergar!” he shouted. “We can raise the common people—”

      There was a look of confusion from the assembled dissidents. Ah, the Duergar probably never believed themselves as common. “I mean that—”

      And at that moment, the clearing really did explode, but this time with fire and bombs.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are they? Where is the enemy!” The Duergar were shouting and bellowing, seizing up their weapons as they scrambled for cover.

      Flames had erupted through the jungle, and Eliard was pushed and half-dragged to one side by Ko, who, despite being smaller than he was, was still many times stronger.

      “Ach, my leg!” he hissed in pain when Ko thumped him to the ground just inside the tree line. All around them came the sounds of the heavy thump of Duergar bodies, and the whumpf of energy weapons.

      “Never mind your leg. My people,” Ko hissed, unslinging the laser rifle and sighting along the treetops.

      Amidst the burning treetops and the heavy black smoke, Eliard twisted so he could see the movement of a large, dark shape. The undercarriage of some kind of craft, suspended on four turbine-rotors and made of a dark steel-grey material. Its carriage was distended like some insect about to give birth, and all along the rounded belly, Eliard saw the blue-plasma flicker of energy weapons. There appeared to be booths, like Val’s twin gunnery chairs attached there, four on each side, at which sat Duergar mounted into their chairs, covered in armor and firing heavy laser weapons down at the assembly.

      “It’s the war chief! He’s found us!” roared the green-scaled Erkig, still in the clearing as he pushed and helped the injured to the cover of the trees.

      WHUMP! A purple-white blast scattered across his back, throwing him to the ground as he grunted in fury. Eliard watched in horror, and, quite frankly, amazement as Erkig roared in defiance, seizing a boulder the size of Eliard’s chest and turning around, his back smoking and blackened, to hurl it up at the attack craft. There was a loud cheer as it connected with one of the hanging gunners, and even hit the craft with enough force to make it wobble and veer in its path. But Erkig was still badly hurt, and now he was weapon-less and the only standing Duergar in the clearing, as all the others were either dead or wounded.

      “He’s injured, we have to help him!” Ko said, surprising Eliard with his commitment to helping his most vocal detractor. But Eliard didn’t hesitate as he pushed himself up from where he lay.

      “I’ll cover you,” he said, leaping to the edge of the trees as Ko vaulted a downed tree trunk and ran to save his foe.

      The captain concentrated, punching his arm out. Give me something good. Something that will punch a hole through that beast, he thought as he bared his teeth.

      The Device did not disappoint, responding to his aggression and hatred to swell and interlock, the ‘fingers’ of the previous hand it had formed turning into the smaller turret-teeth of a rotating, alien weapon.

      BADA-BADA-BADA! Five darts of blue-white fire spat out toward the craft, and then in quick succession, five more, and five more. The Device had turned into some kind of personal railgun, and Eliard grinned as he saw the blasts explode along the side of the craft in a rippling line of fire.

      “Argh!” One of the enemy gunners was shot from his gunnery harness, his body smoking as he fell the forty feet to the ground with a heavy and final, mortal thud. Another gunner was killed as the weapon they were firing exploded, but the rest of the shots seemed to do little against the thing’s thick armor. Little could attract the attack craft’s ire, as it banked to concentrate its fire against the most dangerous weapon in the vicinity: him.

      “Oh, crap.” Eliard used the Device like a crutch, pushing himself back into the line of trees and then rolling, crabbing, leaping, and stumbling deeper into the jungle as the five gunners on the other side of the craft opened up on his location.

      WHUMP-WHUMP-WHUMP! Trees exploded just behind Eliard as he desperately scrambled, and the rich dark soil of the jungle floor became pitted and potted with craters.

      But the craft couldn’t see him here, and as he lurched to throw himself to one side, out of the firing arc, they lost him. The captain continued to run-stumble for ten more meters or so, then looked up, waiting to catch a glimpse of the craft through the canopy.

      “There you are!” He didn’t think or pause, raising the Device to release another quick-fire barrage up at the craft, before moving again, almost as soon as the last shot had left the Device.

      “Captain, come!” Irie was suddenly beside him, one hand under an arm as she hauled, pushed, and stumbled with him as behind them, the jungle once again exploded in smoke and fire. “You’re a bloody fool, but at least they’re pointing our guns upwards now, and not at each other,” Irie whispered after they slid to the forest floor after their third attack.

      “What brings people together better than a common enemy?” Eliard croaked. He was starting to feel drained, the effect that the Device had on him was already taking its toll. As a part of his body, it used his own body’s stamina and resources as its power source. Precisely how it converted his DNA into a meson energy weapon was beyond him, but right now, he was glad that it did.

      “Look, the others are joining in.” Irie gestured through the trees to where more of the Duergar, those who weren’t either too injured to fight or dead, that was, were picking up their weapons and firing small, blaster-shots up at the craft before running to take up a new location. The craft was outnumbered, heavily outnumbered, and even though most of the shots couldn’t puncture its hull, they could take out the gunners. There were more screams and thuds from the Duergar gunners above, and Eliard started to hear the heavy whumpf of their guns diminish, for the higher-pitched fzt of the craft’s own mounted lasers.

      “But I know what is sure to bring it down.” Eliard hauled himself to his feet, propped himself against the nearest tree, and waited for his shot.

      The attack craft was turning and banking, presenting its thickly-armored belly at all times where it could to the skirmishing Duergar beneath it. But Irie had led the captain to the far outskirts of the conflict, and that meant that from his position, he could see the thing’s four rotors, keeping it afloat. He waited for the attack craft to bank and turn back, its rear end swinging over clearing—

      BADA-BADA-BADA!

      The war chief’s attack craft had clearly not been expecting another heavy shot from such a distant angle. One of its turbine rotors was hit by the full force of the captain’s Device. Meson flames burst over the outer hub and the blue of the contained blades. The Device-as-railgun might not have been powerful enough to punch through the armored shell of the craft, but the rotor blades would be a lot thinner than the outer hull. There was a squeal of grinding metal, and then a heavy, ugly clunk as something broke, and the rear right turbine-rotor snarled up under its own momentum. Machinery jammed, mechanical parts tore into each other, and circuits fried.

      BOOM! The rear right rotor exploded, sending the craft dipping and suddenly spiraling as it tried to regain its maneuverability, but to no avail. One of the forward turbine-rotors hit the tree line, and for a moment, it sliced the tops of the branches like a blender before it met the thicker, heavier branches of the jungle trees and it, too, caught and exploded in a plume of smoke. It was going down, and there were cheers and shouts as the thing slowly, helplessly, half-raised its nose cone before it smacked into the jungle, only to burst with fire and gouts of thick, oily black smoke.

      “You did it!” Irie said, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “We did it,” Eliard said, exhausted and his vision blurring. So that was too much, he thought. How did Ponos ever think that I was going to be able to take out Valyien if this Device fed on my own body?

      “Val Pathok would be proud,” growled a voice, and they turned to see that it was green-scaled Erkig with the smaller and younger Ko helping him at his side. It was Erkig who had spoken as he slumped to the floor, in clear pain with his back still blackened and smoking.

      “You have my agreement,” Erkig croaked. “You fought well, and I will fight beside you. We go to rescue your friend.”
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      “Is that Earth Prime?” Cassandra asked the ‘spokesman,’ which was how she had come to think of the smaller Q’Lot with the wizened features. Her past few cycles’ involvement with him had shown her subtle as well as obvious differences between it and the others of this strange crew.

      And it is a crew, she thought, because I am on a ship. I think. Several times during her stay—it could have been hours or weeks, she had no way of knowing in this place—she had section delegations of the Q’Lot suddenly retire to the sides of various grottos and chambers, each filled with plants, to ‘tend’ the plants by adjusting them, closing various flowers or coaxing others. In response, the bio-luminescent patterns of the strange flora had changed and developed, and she had once seen the plants knit together into a shiny, almost mercurial film, displaying an image that she recognized instantly as the rich umbral fields of a warp-jump.

      So, I must be on a ship of sorts and we are travelling at warp, she had surmised.

      Her ‘days’ here—there had been no changing in the lighting other than subtle dimming periods in various grotto-like rooms, which she presumed was more for the benefit of the ‘plants’ than the Q’Lot themselves—had been strange and dreamlike. She had been returned to the original white chamber often, but only either to sleep when she had been tired or as an escape from the maddening world of the Q’Lot. On each of those occasions, the creature that had been Argyle Trent accompanied her, as if it too felt bewildered and lost. As far as Cassandra had noticed, they had barely paid much attention to Argyle Trent, and when the Q’Lot did have any interaction with him, they treated him with little more than a passing affection, reaching out to touch his skin or his giant praying mantis arms as if pleased with his growth.

      Like he was another plant, or a pet. She had shuddered. Which always led to the next, obvious thought: that she had become infected with the Q’Lot virus. She knew that the captain had injected her with the serums that Armcore had developed from the Q’Lot virus, in an attempt to try and save her life. She presumed it worked, because she was still alive.

      Not that anything had changed in her physiognomy. She looked at her body. It was still her hands, her arms, her legs. She hadn’t gone a strange grey-white color, or a viridian blue, or developed scales and praying mantis claws.

      So, what did that serum do to me, then? she asked herself, over and over.

      Right now, however, she was standing in a different room aboard the Q’Lot ship, and one that she hadn’t been in before. It was similar to her ‘sleeping chamber’ in that it was an almost solid white and made from the same coral-like substance that Cassandra was starting to think of as actual bone. She was walking through and on the bone architecture of this ship, she thought as she looked around.

      The room was a rough oval, with ribs running from the floor to the curved, domed ceiling—further heightening her impression of this place being an organic structure. A wide screen occupied one long strip of the curved wall and was made of the same translucent mercury-weave that she had seen the plants knit themselves into earlier. Behind her and the ageing spokesperson Q’Lot, the monstrous form of Argyle Trent shivered and shuffled, making erratic, small movements with his head and arms, although his eyes were not focused on the screen, or on them.

      The ‘screen’ ahead of them displayed a dark vista of space. The speckling of familiar stars was very faint, as it contrasted with the bright orb that occupied the central image.

      It was Earth Prime, Cassandra was sure of it, but it wasn’t the Earth Prime that she knew now from the news wires and data casts. No, the Earth Prime of today looked more like a giant space depot, with orbiting stations forever joining and reassembling their long arms and infrastructure to completely cloud the planet underneath.

      This looked like Earth as it was a thousand years ago: pristine, the clear swirls and movement of the clouds visible even from this great height.

      “You are correct,” the spokesperson said in his high bird-like language, which somehow translated itself immediately somewhere between Cassandra’s ears and her brain. One of the spokesperson’s wizened arms flickered, gesturing to the green and blue gem that was their home world. “Earth,” she heard, although she once again experienced that strange doubling as her mind heard another word and struggled to translate what it was that the Q’Lot meant. “Soil,” it had said.

      “Yeah, I know that the name perhaps isn’t very imaginative, but all home worlds have the most fundamental name for matter…” she opined slightly. It was getting easier and easier to talk openly with the Q’Lot—not because they were eager to chat with her, but for the very opposite: most of the Q’Lot seemed barely to understand or register her words as meaningful. After the however many cycles that she had been here so far, she had started to just talk honestly. Good old House Archival training, she thought. She had been trained in the arts of scholarly librarianship that House Archival specialized in, but as an agent, her training had also extended to all manners of intelligence duties. Stealth, hand-to-hand combat, diplomacy.

      And House Archival Diplomatic Procedure 23 states: it is best to be clear and honest whenever possible, to avoid confusion. Unfortunately, she didn’t see any way that she could avoid confusion with these creatures whose entire being, technology, and evolution appeared completely different from her own.

      “No, soil,” the spokesperson said once again, the tiny praying mantis arm gesturing toward the planet.

      “I don’t follow. You meant dirt? Mud?” she asked in confusion. What did any of this have to do with defeating the Valyien?

      “Soil.” The spokesperson Q’Lot surprised her by turning to gesture toward Argyle Trent, and then to her, and finally itself. “Soil,” it kept on saying.

      “Oh, you mean us? Matter? Biological organisms?” she tried to say.

      The Q’Lot paid her questions no heed, and instead turned back to the screens as the scene shifted. She had encountered this same phenomena from him—she didn’t know if it was a him, or even if they had genders in the sense that she would recognize them—before, when the spokesperson would endeavor to impart some sort of highly important information to her, but wouldn’t waste any longer than appeared absolutely necessary to tell her what she must grasp. It was as if he was saying, ‘I have done my bit, now you do yours.’

      The scene ahead of them changed a little, revealing almost the entirety of Earth Prime covered in thick clouds of white and grey. This looked to be some monumental climatic event, but Cassandra couldn’t precisely guess what. Then something speared out of the darkness, hitting the Earth like a fallen star.

      “A comet,” she said, but the Q’Lot beside her said nothing.

      There was another flash, and another, and it looked as though her home world was being bombarded by a meteor storm. It was kind of pretty, in a way, but Cassandra had never heard of such a volatile event happening with such magnitude.

      Unless it happened before the records began, or there were humans there to observe it, she thought with crystal-clear clarity. This wasn’t a scene of Earth a thousand years ago, this was a scene of Earth millions of years ago.

      “How old are you?” she said, and to this, the spokesperson deigned to turn slightly toward her.

      “Cycles. Seasons. Soil,” it said in that strange bird language, and Cassandra still had no idea what he was going on about.

      With another gesture of the praying mantis claw, the season changed once more, revealing a solar system. But not Earth Prime or the Sol System she knew. This one had too many gas giants, for one. She waited for a moment, until the reason became clear. A bright star shot over the viewpoint, spilling glittering cosmic dust as it roared, and the viewpoint of the—drone? Satellite? Computer render? Cassandra didn’t know—arced and rose to reveal many thousands of similar meteor-like flashes arcing, from multiple angles, toward a small world that had been hidden behind the gas giants. More flashes across its bright dome of atmosphere, and she could see the climate reacting, clouds forming and spreading across the world.

      Another scene, and another world. The same thing happened again, and again, and again.

      “Okay, I think I get the idea. This is an event that happens often, right? Maybe you made it happen?” she asked.

      “Soil,” the spokesperson Q’Lot said, as her Archival mind whirred. What were the differences and the similarities in all of these images? What thread linked them together, or contrasted between them?

      “They are all carbon-rich worlds, with water and atmospheric conditions,” she said, before she suddenly grasped what it was the Q’Lot was trying to show her. “They are all capable of harboring organic life.”

      “Soil,” the spokesperson said again, seeming happy as it gestured for the screen to go black. Blacker than night. Blacker than the void.

      Purple-crimson fire arced across the scene like bracket lightening, making her jump even though there was no noise. All of a sudden, the explosion of energy faded as the viewpoint drew away, and she saw that there were many, many more crackles of this energy discharge, and it was happening between the blackened hulls of gigantic space craft.

      “Holy stars…” she breathed, as a passing moonlet or asteroid revealed some of the scope of these things.

      They were huge. Larger than Adiba Research Station. Larger than an Armcore war cruiser. Larger than most Imperial Coalition habitats. They were roughly barrel shaped, although their ends had a pronounced hump like a snail’s shell, and their sides were thick and encrusted with crenulations. Along their form were spread thin gauzes like triangles, flattened, torn, and ragged against their sides although none of them flapped or moved. They looked like the many, many fins of some strange underwater creature.

      The metal of the ships was so dark as to almost absorb light, but they weren’t made out of the sleek blacks of an Armcore intelligence craft, she could see. No. These mega-cruisers seemed to have been a matte, mottled dark color as if from countless, countless burn and scorch marks, and degradation. Cassandra knew that these ships must be truly ancient if they had got to such a state, as space viruses and spores could thrive in deep space and on a space craft’s hull if they didn’t get it regularly irradiated.

      A different glimmer of light fell into the scene, and Cassandra saw that she was looking at the dance of stars and nebula—a spiral disk.

      A galaxy.

      No, not just any galaxy. Her galaxy.

      “Is that your people?” she asked, and the reaction she gained from the spokesperson was sudden and dramatic.

      It made a hissing, shrieking sort of a noise that did not translate, and it hurt her ears with its high-pitched tenor, and his two wizened mantis arms flared outwards, high on either side of the thing’s face as if it were about to pounce and attack her.

      “I’m sorry, sorry! I guess it’s not you then…” Cassandra made placating motions to the Q’Lot, who said in a bird call that was as full of indignation as it could be:

      “Val. y. En.”

      “Oh.” Cassandra turned back to the scene, to see the ships now powering on strange red-colored drives, their massive fleet swaying as it swept perpendicular toward her home galaxy. They still probably had thousands of lightyears to travel to get there, especially if they weren’t using warp travel, but she could see from their craft that time was not a thing that the Valyien were worried about.

      “They come from another galaxy,” she murmured to herself as the scene faded. She had of course read the distant theoretical histories of the Valyien compiled in House Archival’s vaults, but none of them had surmised this. Even with warp travel, the journey could take an estimated time of hundreds to a thousand years—and so far, all analysis had pointed to the fact that no ship would be able to last that long or maintain order over the many generations that it would take to fulfil their mission. And if the Valyien had indeed accomplished this feat without warp travel, then they could have indeed been traveling for tens, if not hundreds of thousands of years.

      The scene darkened to black, but again grew bright once more, with the brightness of fire and death. The point of view swept over worlds that were breaking out in fire as massive detonations were let off on their surfaces. Cassandra saw entire continents engulfed in flame, and multiple mushroom clouds running along the coasts of what must be cities, settlements, and spaceports.

      Hanging over some of these war-torn worlds were habitats—many were round, and others were as simple as the ones that Earth Prime had started out with, interconnected tubes of metal, slowly rotating and docking with strange alien ships. Bright crimson and purple lines of burning light tore through them or punctured them in moments.

      “War,” the spokesperson indicated, which Cassandra thought must be a bit of an understatement.

      “Your two races were at war, we know. The Duergar told us,” she said gravely. She still didn’t see how these all meshed together however. Where was the thread?

      “Soil.” As if the Q’Lot spokesperson had read her thoughts, it gestured at the screen and there appeared one of the many worlds that she had seen engulfed in meteor strikes, only now it was a barren rock. There was no atmosphere to speak of aside from a haze of sickly-looking gasses, and Cassandra would never have recognized it if she hadn’t also seen its attendant gas giant worlds.

      “The Valyien were attacking those worlds that could support life, that did support life,” Cassandra said, and the Q’Lot, in typical style, turned to the next point in the lecture. She was starting to get the hang of these little chats. That meant that she must have gotten something right, for once.

      But then the view changed, and instantly, Cassandra felt sick. She was looking at some kind of room, if that word could be used for such a vast space. Its walls were arched, like the inside of a massive pyramid she surmised, and there appeared to be columns and statues racing up the sides of the walls and overlooking the distant, chasm-like floor. As the viewpoint swept into this room, the details of the inscribed carvings and statues became clearer: she saw strange, four-legged creatures rearing and raised in poses that she might have expected to see in a temple. She couldn’t tell what part of them were clothes or else other parts of their strange body stuff. Their necks were long, but their heads appeared small, and with long mandibles that could, it appeared, flare out from each other. It gave Cassandra the creeps, and that was before she saw what the Q’Lot spokesman wanted her to see.

      The bottom of the chamber was a sighing, moving, trudging mass of aliens. Most bipedal, but some not. The vast majority of them were Duergar, but she saw other strange races in there too. Some that appeared to be made entirely out of plant material, some that looked like two bears, a smaller piggybacking the other but still grafted together, as well as gigantic forms and miniature ones.

      “I’ve never even seen some of these races,” she breathed.

      “Extinct,” the Q’Lot spokesperson said seriously, gesturing for Cassandra to continue watching the strange screen.

      The mass of aliens looked like a migration, and that was when Cassandra saw that each and every one of them was manacled and chained, the thick links running from braces around their throats to the alien in front. Their heads were bowed, and this did not seem to be a willing experience.

      Cassandra looked up the long march to see that they were approaching a much smaller ziggurat, though still many stories high, at the far end of the chamber. It was built out of a shining gold metal and had a wide set of steps running up its center, meeting various flatter terrace levels, where more of the odd four-legged aliens, each almost nine feet tall with their long necks, stood. Cassandra saw their splaying, mandible mouth parts opening and closing as if tasting the scent of the victims coming toward them.

      “What are they doing to them? Where are they going?” Cassandra asked, but the Q’Lot spokesperson said nothing, just regarded the screen with an expression that Cassandra thought was near sadness.

      At the top of the ziggurat stood two tall golden columns, taller even than the Valyien, and cast into strange humps and whirls. As she watched, she saw something spark across the void between them. Washes of that same purple and crimson lightening, and suddenly, a fierce gale was blowing out from the cosmic reaction. Light started to flood from the strange device, as drifts of red and blue clouds started to form a vortex.

      “That’s a warp field,” Cassandra said in awe. She recognized the way the picture lensed around it, the pillars seeming to fold and distort, the ziggurat blurring and changing magnification. “But that is madness. It’s an open warp field…” she stated in alarm. Cassandra Milan was no great technician or engineer, but she knew just enough to get by. Warp fields were in fact tiny subatomic reactions, happening all the time, but under the right conditions, or subject to truly massive pressures, they could expand at cataclysmic rates. It was believed that black holes were a form of warp field, or that they generated one, and some theorists had even speculated that warp fields were created in the heart of stars, or when they go supernova.

      Around a warp field, light was caught and slowed down. Even time itself became a strange impossibility. It was in a warp field that, by applying precisely the right forces at the right time, these qualities could be used to create a tunneling wormhole, and thus enable a warp jump within that ‘removed space’ of the field.

      But they were dangerous, Cassandra knew. History was filled with stories of accidents and sometimes cataclysmic explosions as warp cores went wrong. There were also the stranger stories of when the warp cores worked, but malfunctioned—of people arriving in the same place several years out of time, although for them, they just left the previous moment, or of vanishing and never being seen again, not in this universe, anyway.

      But why isn’t everyone in that structure, and that structure itself, being torn apart? she thought, before answering herself. It was from old Valyien technology that the Imperial Coalition had discovered how to utilize a warp field. It was from wrecked Valyien engines that they built their first, highly dangerous warp core.

      These creatures were the very best at what they did, she thought. If anyone could manipulate an open warp field to such a high degree of precision, it would be them.

      But what happened next shocked her. She saw the march start to bunch and slow as the first few lines that had been driven up the ziggurat steps saw what waited for them.

      “They can’t mean to…” Cassandra said. Not only was it cruel, it was also paradoxical.

      But the waiting Valyien guards jabbed and struck at the line of people with their sharp legs, rising to a bipedal stance to do so. Some of the crowd reacted, tried to run, but they were struck down, leaving just the cowed and demoralized left. In lines of ten or more, they mounted the steps and walked into the warp field.

      There were no screams that Cassandra could hear. Maybe there were, but the shriek of the warp winds was too high to hear them. She watched as the slaves of the Valyien were engulfed in the strange, morphing light, and instantly, their forms started to change. All the color and contrast of their physical bodies seemed to go crazy, their edges blurred as they tried to turn back or raise their arms—

      The people were disintegrating into shimmering clouds of golden-white light, eddying briefly in their humanoid or alien shapes before being torn apart by the warp vortex.

      “But…why are they killing them like that? What good does it do?” she asked in horror as wave after wave of people were thrown into the warp field, and many hundreds if not thousands were sacrificed for some insane Valyien idea.

      It was with this scene as the backdrop, with the crimson and purple light highlighting her features, that Cassandra saw the spokesperson Q’Lot turn to her and gesture to the tragedy.

      “Energy,” it said at first, gesturing to her body. “Valyien go beyond. Valyien conquer…beyond.”

      Cassandra shook, although she didn’t know why. She didn’t understand what the Q’Lot was saying to her, but her mind could still scrabble at the shape of something vast and terrifying. A deep, deep wrong that was so different to anything that she had ever encountered, as the Q’Lot and the Valyien were different to the Imperial Coalition.

      There had always been talk of other dimensions, other universes on the other side of the particles and electrons, and existing at the same time somehow of a different order.

      “Are you telling me that was where the Valyien went?” Cassandra asked.

      “Seeds,” the Q’Lot said, moving one of his more normal long-fingered hands to make a gesture as if pulling something in half. “New soil,” it said seriously, looking back at the grisly scene ahead of them. Cassandra was still trying to comprehend what this meant. That the Valyien had somehow found a way to that other side of the universe? To that other dimension? That they existed in quantum space, but as what? Ghosts? Shades? It couldn’t be anything like what they had been here, in the physical galaxy.

      The spokesperson Q’Lot turned to her at last, letting the screen fade back into blackness. If Cassandra was starting to recognize anything at all about these people, then she was starting to see that it was annoyed and sad and very, very serious, as it said to her:

      “Valyien lose. Valyien go. Valyien come back.”
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      “That’s where they’ll be keeping him,” Erkig murmured in a low growl from his heavy hood. The captain could see that his back still pained him, but he had insisted on coming with Ko, Irie, and Eliard to be the first to break into the arena to free Val. The trio stood in one of the wide, busy cobbled streets of Duric, dressed in heavy canvas robes of a deep ochre and tan color.

      ‘Everyone will think that we’re Chief’s Watch,’ Ko had said, and the irony of using the war chief’s secret police as a disguise to stop them was clearly delicious to the small Duergar. The Chief’s Watch were apparently figures to be feared, even by this warlike people, and as they stood by the shadows of a Gabor-stall, they were left alone by the other Duergar and pointedly avoided.

      There was no disguising the captain and Irie’s limited stature in comparison to the others however, and instead, the two humans had been dressed in simple robes of dirty linen and wore large collars around their necks, which they had been told, the captain grimaced slightly, were actually the collars of some of the dissidents who had been thralls, before they were freed.

      ‘You will look like our servants, and we’re taking you for questioning.’ Ko had seemed apologetic at the imposition, but the greener-scaled Erkig had only cheerfully grinned as he had locked them in place. It was obvious that Erkig was still no lover of humans, but the captain and Irie’s bravery and their skill at shooting down the war chief’s attack craft had at least earned them some respect.

      It was nearing midday, and the sun was high and the market street busy. Somewhere nearby there was a loud argument, and the captain watched nervously as two Duergar proceeded to roughhouse and brawl right there, in the center of the market street. No one seemed to think that this was out of the ordinary or cause for alarm, so he did his best to ignore the heavy impacts of fists on pebble-scales. On the other side of the street, at other stalls and the heads of smaller, winding streets, the captain could see other similarly disguised dissidents, waiting for their cue. At the end of the street stood a trio, with their thrall, Irie.

      “Are you sure?” he mouthed the words at her, not knowing if she would make them out across the distance and noise, but in return, he received a quick nod, and then the three left the street and disappeared into the press of Duergar, heading for Duric’s only spaceport.

      “Then the stars go with you,” Eliard murmured under his breath, turning back to his two companions. He hadn’t liked Irie’s idea of separating, intending to complete the second half of their mission, but he could agree that it was necessary, and he hardly had the technical know-how that she did.

      No, he thought, looking down at the bulky shape of the Device under his robes. Even with his injuries, and his fatigue, he had other skills that were needed right now.

      “Ready?” Erkig grumbled. He was clearly not the patient sort.

      The captain cast one more look at the space where Irie and her co-conspirators had vanished, then nodded. “Yes,” he said, feeling a twinge of worry. I wanted to not endanger any of my crew again, and now look. I have lost two, and the third is on some insane suicide mission. The only scant comfort was the fact that his own suicide mission was far more dangerous.

      But they’re my crew, he thought, and nodded. “Ready,” he said, and Erkig led the way, breaking ranks to march through the market street as he was the biggest—therefore clearly their superior in Duergar terms—with Eliard, Ko, and several other dissidents behind him. And they were marching straight to the walls of the arena.
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      In the dark recesses of the caverns and cells underneath Duric’s famous arena, Val Pathok was trying to break the chains that bound him, but even he was having little success. The links were forged of large iron to manacles at his wrists and ankles and then attached to a solid hoop embedded in the rock floor.

      The cell that he had woken up to was little more than a bare cavern hewn out of the rock. Even if he didn’t recognize this particular cavern, he knew where he was. His time here as a child had often seen him trailing his father’s footsteps as he dispensed his own particular form of ‘justice’ to his people.

      Today, it seemed that such recollections weren’t very far from anyone’s mind, as the only other figure in the cavern cleared his throat. “To think that I had such high hopes for you,” said Val’s father, the War Chief Pathok Ma. The Duergar was dressed in light robes that did nothing to mask the fact that he was a large Duergar, and his limbs still held power in them as he raised one clawed hand—missing two of its fingers from some distant war—and picked at one of his broken tusks, deep in thought.

      “I didn’t expect you to give in so easily to nostalgia,” Val grunted. His head rang like a bell, and his body felt electric and achy with the jag of whatever it was that they had tried to poison him with.

      “Hadoo Root.” His father saw his son’s mysticism. “I’m sure you remember it?”

      “I never took that trash, as well you know,” Val sneered back.

      His father, confidently superior in his position, merely looked down at his son with a fair degree of pity. “Trash? How far you have fallen, my son. You know, as we all do, that Hadoo Root has been used by warring Duergar ever since we began.”

      “Ever since the Valyien got us hooked on it, you mean,” Val said, once again pulling on his restraints. When he found them unmoving, he growled his frustration.

      “You have spent too long away from Dur, my son,” his father said lightly. “You have forgotten everything about our past. Yes, the Valyien were our masters. Yes, we were no better than thralls. But it was their oppression which taught us how to fight.” His father grinned, his shovel-like maw full of tusks. “I have been thinking a lot about what that little man said in my hall.”

      Val frowned for a moment. “Oh. The captain.”

      “Captain.” His father shook his great head. “You serve a human? You. The Hero of the Chenga Pass!”

      “I do not serve,” Val grumbled, feeling his chest start to expand with rage. “We don’t serve like slaves and thralls. That is what makes us different.”

      “Enough!” his father bellowed. “You are my thrall, and you will listen.” He turned and walked to one end of the tunnel opening and back, the talons on his scaled feet making clicking noises as he paced. “You may think me backward, a fool, but I have my informants. My ways of getting information. I reached out to see if there was anything that this little ‘captain’ of yours told me was true.”

      Val looked at his father. This was unlike him. He had never known him to be circumspect when he could be brash. “And what did you find?”

      “That there is a new creature in the galaxy.” His father’s eyes narrowed. “A type of cruiser they call the Alpha-Vessel, and it was born of bastard Armcore and ancient Valyien technology.”

      “I could have told you that, Father,” Val said. “So you believe us?”

      “I never said that I disbelieved you, son, only that you were misguided, and weak.” His father’s tone was deadly. “This Alpha-vessel has already managed to partially cripple the Imperial Coalition by stealing the Helion Generator and killing the planet Haversham.”

      “What?” Val wasn’t shocked, because he didn’t get shocked, but this news did change things. The war was on, and it had escalated quickly. Killing a planet, he echoed. That was a serious act indeed, and one that was very rare in the history of interstellar conflict, and that wasn’t only because of the Imperial Coalition unifying all of the principle antagonists. As a fighting Duergar, and primed for the ways of war, he knew that it just didn’t make sense. What thralls could you capture if you destroyed the planet? What looting could you perform? What lamentations of your enemies would ring down through history if you just wiped them from the face of the galaxy?

      “And what is even more hilarious is that no Armcore or Imperial vessel has even been able to slow it down, from all accounts,” the chief continued, with not a small amount of glee.

      “You sound as though you are pleased,” Val said in disgust. “Now I think it is you who has forgotten our history, Father.”

      “How dare you!” It had the effect that he wanted, and his father rushed at him, lashing out with a clawed hand to grab his son’s wrist and haul him to his feet, presumably to beat him.

      But Val tensed every muscle he had in his back and pulled back on his arm, and, for a moment, the two large Duergar were locked in stalemate as neither of them could move the other. Pain roared through Val’s shoulder, but he wouldn’t give his father the satisfaction of being stronger than he was. He wasn’t, Val knew that.

      “Pfagh!” The War Chief Pathok Ma threw his arm back at him and moved away, panting heavily from the exertion. It was a small victory, Val knew, but it was still sweet.

      “You may think that you are being clever, Val, son of Pathok, but you are not. You are being stupid. You think that you are being honorable, that somehow you are embodying the true Duergar way, but of that, you are deeply mistaken.” His father lashed his son with his words where his strength wouldn’t suffice. “I know what we Duergar are. We are predators. We were predators. King lizards in a bygone age, before we were raised by the Valyien to sentience—”

      “—to be used as their pets!” Val burst out. Where was his father going with this? What heinous thing was he about to say?

      “Do you know what a true king predator does when they encounter another opponent? A much stronger one?” His father’s one good eye flashed in fear.

      “We challenge them,” Val growled in anger.

      “We stay the hell out of the way,” his father snapped back. “And we learn to grow strong. We follow them, we benefit from their kills, we wait until the bigger opponent isn’t looking, and then…” His father chomped down with his jaws in a loud smacking motion.

      “You are insane if you think that you can beat the Alpha-vessel on your own,” Val said. His father was mad. That was the only reason for it.

      “Of course, I do not believe that. What do you take me for, a complete fool?” His father chuckled. “This Alpha is part Valyien. Some part of its code or memory banks remembers the Duergar. It remembers that we were the best fighters that they ever had. We cleared worlds for the Valyien. We defeated civilizations. We took more thralls then than we ever have since.”

      “At what price!” Val shook his chains, but still they would not budge.

      “I’m glad you understand, son,” his father confused him by saying. “The price was our freedom, but the gift was that we became strong. Truly strong.” The war chief lifted his eyes to look out at the cavern walls, although Val knew that he wasn’t looking at the bare stone, still marked with strange stains of past tortures. “I intend to meet with this Alpha that has you quaking in your boots—”

      Another furious chain rattle from his son at the insult.

      “And when Alpha destroys the Imperial Coalition and burns out Armcore for the virus that it is, the mighty warriors of Dur will strike. We will destroy Alpha, and we will have a sea of worlds open for us to conquer!”

      “You’re a fool, old man,” Val snarled, trying to rise but only resulting in more pain from the restraints, “if you think that Alpha won’t see through your plan in seconds. It has probably already figured out everything that you could want and is already seeking to counter it.”

      “Indeed, maybe you are right.” His father, despite the warnings, appeared relaxed and confident. “Because I came to tell you that just a few hours ago, a warp-capacity drone entered this system, of a type that none of our sensors could identify, and it is heading toward Dur. It is broadcasting a message saying that it is an emissary of Alpha, and that it wishes to talk.”

      “You cannot meet with it! Destroy it, now! You must, Father, if you value your people…” Val burst out. “What if its message is a ruse, and it came to do to Dur what it did to Haversham?”

      “Oh, I am more than fully aware of what it did to Haversham, and so I intend to treaty with it. I intend to offer Alpha this captain of yours, and perhaps even our help in defeating the Imperial Coalition. What would be a better gift then that?” his father said. “And when Alpha believes that we are allies, that is when we shall strike…”

      “No. You fool! You old fool!” Val shouted at him, but to no avail. His father was already turning and walking back up the tunnel that led from his son’s cell, and, as one last parting shot, Val heard his father’s words echo back to him.

      “You might want to reconsider which side you are on, my son. You can either side with the weak humans…or be a predator!”
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      Getting into the arena was the easy part, the captain saw. The large arches that led to the inside of the complex were ungated and unguarded, and it seemed that it was common for Duergar to come and go into this place—especially the larger ones, Eliard saw as once again he was almost bowled over by the swaggering gait of a Duergar, shirtless and clearly exhausted. The arches led through short, cool stone-built corridors either to the seating terraces or rooms where other Duergar appeared to be changing or washing. This is also some sort of training ground, the captain realized as Erkig led them out onto one of the lower terraces, to the sound of clawed fists hitting scales.

      Small groups, trios and more, of Duergar were busy fighting in the sweltering heat on the sandy floor. No lizard-bird reptiles for them, it seemed.

      “That.” Erkig nodded to where one large Duergar was surrounded by at least five others, each jumping in to try and score a blow. “That’s Val’s Teaching.”

      “It even has a name?” Eliard murmured, to Erkig’s fierce grin.  The captain turned to see how the Duergar in the center would wheel and spin to block some blows but had to allow others to land, if he was to make any headway. What his gunner seemed to be an expert in was being surrounded, and how to use his bulk to shield the less effective blows.

      They walked the long semi-circle of the terrace, heading for a distant archway, but before they could get there, the captain saw that they would have to negotiate a particularly rowdy bunch of Duergar males and females, drinking skins of wine and shouting encouragement or abuse at the tournament fighters below.

      “Just keep your mouth shut, and—” Erkig muttered as they passed by, but it was already too late.

      “Is that another one for the cells?” called one Duergar with a cruel laugh. Before Erkig could respond, one of the nearest Duergar stuck out a large clawed foot to catch the captain on the ankle, sending him spinning over onto the stone benches with a painful thump.

      “Ach.” Eliard felt a surge of anger ripple through him. He could take them, he knew that he could, and he already felt the Device starting to morph and change under his robes…

      “He’s mine,” Erkig grumbled sharply at them, not making any attempt to help the captain up.

      “Aw, come on. We’re only having a bit of fun!” said the Duergar harshly. “What’s the difference if he has a few more bruises now rather than later? You know where he’ll end up—as meat for the tournament!” The Duergar made to kick out again at the captain, who scrabbled away hurriedly.

      “I said he’s mine,” Erkig growled, with Ko standing beside him. “This thrall isn’t for you.”

      For a moment, the captain thought that the bluff might work, before the Duergar looked up at the green-scaled Erkig contemplatively.

      “Which band are you with?” he spat.

      Erkig, although impressively big, was perhaps not the most gifted with smarts. He made an annoyed gesture with his arms, displaying his canvas and tan robes that was the mark of the Chief’s Watch. “I don’t think you want to know,” he growled.

      “You what?” The Duergar stood up, very slowly.

      Oh, crap, Eliard thought, looking from Erkig to the others.

      “By order of the war chief, stand down,” Erkig growled.

      The Duergar didn’t, but instead rolled his shoulders to loud, audible cracks of muscle and bone. “You do know who I am, don’t you?” he hissed. “I’m a Band Sergeant for the Chief’s Watch. Sergeant Jekk. I’m sure you heard of me?”

      Oh, double crap.

      “He’s new,” Ko said suddenly from his side. “First day.”

      This plea for ignorance did not go down well amongst the martial Duergar. “I don’t care how new he is. No one speaks to me like that.” He gave another considering look. “In fact, what band did you say you were from again? Where in the city are you stationed? I don’t recognize you from the induction…”

      “Oh, balls,” Erkig said, since their cover was blown, seizing Watch Sergeant Jekk by the shoulders and delivering a crushing headbutt that sounded like a thunderclap.

      All hell broke loose. As Jekk fell back, blood pouring from the mess of his snubbed nose, the others around him—clearly other Chief’s Watch as well, enjoying their time off—jumped to their feet as Erkig started flailing with meaty fists.

      “Get him out of here!” Erkig boomed, already with two Duergar on either side of him, and another two about to join the fight. “For the Hero of Chenga!” Erkig roared as he jumped eagerly into the melee.

      Eliard had already produced the arm gun of the Device, but the fighting Duergar were too quick for him not to hit Erkig, and Ko was already at his side, pushing him off this terrace to the one below it and urging him to run for the next archway to whatever lay below the arena.

      “Move it!” Ko was shouting. “Erkig can handle himself!”

      Eliard ran as angry shouts broke out behind him as those brawling Duergar on the sands first cheered another fight, then realized that it wasn’t just any fight. It didn’t help that Erkig was bellowing his defiance to the Chief’s Watch and the war chief himself, shouting for the release of Val, but that did give him and Ko the distraction they needed to run into the open darkness of the archway, and instantly be surrounded by cooler air.
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        * * *

      

      “Which way?” Eliard shouted as the stone corridor met a T-junction.

      “That way, look at the floor.” Ko pointed to the right, and when the captain looked, he saw that the flagstones were stained with old blood. “That’ll lead to the cells, where the prisoners are tortured before being brought up here for the fights. If they survive, they bleed all the way back again.”

      Eliard started running, before he realized that Ko wasn’t following him, but was instead standing at the T-junction and drawing his concealed laser blaster.

      “What are you doing?” the captain hissed back.

      “Go on. I’ll hold them off,” Ko said, already turning to sight down the two corridors.

      You brave, mad, fool, the captain thought, feeling a tinge of shame as he did as Ko suggested and ran down the corridor as fast as his pained leg would allow. There had been a time in his life when he would never have sacrificed himself so quickly or easily, but that was behind him.

      The corridor curved and started to arch downward. It would have been pitch black as he left the last glow of sunlight behind were it not for baleful red LED lights set into the walls. The glow was brightening up ahead and coming with it was the sound of rousing voices.

      “Halt!” a Duergar voice shouted as the captain skidded around the corner to see a black gate and two Duergar guards in part-metal power armor leaping up from their benches, their energy weapons already in hand.

      Crap-crap-crap. Eliard fired the Device. A whump of blue-white meson energy accelerated down the hall, hitting one of the Duergar guards and smashing him against the iron gate.

      FZT! The blast of the remaining guard’s energy weapon seared past the captain, and he could feel the blast of its energy as it swept past his shoulder. The captain leaped and rolled, the Device changing and reorganizing even as he brought his arm up again, this time to spit smaller bursts of meson energy in a smaller version of the meson railgun that it had turned into just the day previously.

      BLAT-BLAT-BLAT! One bolt went clean between the bars to the rest of the war chief’s dungeons below, and another hit the Duergar on the shoulder, spinning him so that the next could hit him square in the chest, throwing him against the bars also.

      “Will you people stop shooting at me!” The Captain stumbled toward the gates, the smell of burnt ozone heavy in the tunnel.

      “One of these guys had to have keys, didn’t they?” he muttered as other sounds hit his ears. Roaring, and screams. Only some of them were coming from behind him, where Ko and Erkig must be fighting to give him this chance, but still more shouts seemed to be coming from the other side of this gate, where a wide stone corridor led into several alcoves and chambers. In one of them, the captain knew, would be his friend Val. He just hoped that he wasn’t already dead. Or high on that Hadoo Root stuff, he admitted as the guard he had just shot groaned but was too injured to do anything as the captain riffled through his armor.

      A few teeth, some credit bars, but no keys. “Please don’t tell me this gate is code-locked.” He was about to turn to the other guard, just as he was kicked hard in his wounded leg. It was the first guard that he had shot—he was still alive!

      Eliard hit the wall, and his head bounced off the stone. Suddenly, he felt cold and woozy, and everything seemed to have doubled. He tried to raise the Device, but another blow pushed him to the floor and held him there, as a rasping voice snarled in his ear.

      “Takes more than some piece of alien trash to kill me, human.” There was a grunt and a scrape of something heavy as the Duergar seized his energy blade—

      “Urk!” Suddenly, the pressure lifted off the captain and he crabbed forward to turn and see—

      It was Val Pathok, his gunner, reaching through the bars of the gate and strangling the injured Duergar guard with his bare hands.

      “No, I guess it takes Val,” the captain said, relieved and also amazed at what his gunner was able to do. Especially because his arms just barely fit through the bars, as deeply corded as they were with muscles. As the Duergar guard fell, lifeless or unconscious to the floor at the captain’s feet, Eliard looked at the gunner that he had known for years in a new light.

      He really is a behemoth, Eliard thought. Previously, he had just thought it was the way of the Duergar, and he had made it a running joke about Val’s size—but now he guessed that he had something to compare it to, he thought, after his last few days here on Dur. But there was more to Val than just his size, it was the calm way that he engaged with every challenge, head on. He never shirked from doing the right thing.

      “Are you just going to look at me weirdly, or are you going to get me out of here?” Val said. He was tottering back from the bars, his chest rising and falling as he held onto them, more for support than anything else.

      “Yeah, sure, sorry…” Eliard could see that his old friend was still in a bad way. He had a mashed section of dried blood and broken scales on the side of his head where the captain had hit him, and he also looked tired and weary. The strangest thing was that hanging from each wrist were two long lines of chain, dragging on the floor and ending in broken links.

      “I had to break it,” Val said, noticing the captain’s astonished look.

      “Uh…you do whatever you have to do, big guy.” Eliard gulped as he went through the strangled Duergar’s armor and produced an iron key. “Here. But…you’re not going to go berserk and try to kill me again?”

      “Only if you make me wait much longer,” the Duergar grumbled.

      “Right you are. Gotcha.” The captain inserted the key in the lock and opened the gate, for Val to almost fall through, and lean against the wall. The chains dragged after him as he moved, and it was clear to Eliard that the effort of breaking them had cost him a lot more than he showed.

      “Come on, let’s get you home. Your real home,” he said in a slightly softer tone, moving to sling one of the gunner’s tree-trunk-like arms over his shoulders, and seek to move him. “Ugh. Dear stars, do you have to be so absolutely massive?” Eliard grunted in exertion. He wasn’t feeling at the top of his game either, and so when he heard the clicking noise and the charging hum of energy weapons, he knew that he probably wouldn’t be able to react fast enough—

      “Oh, how sweet. My treacherous son and his captain,” sneered the voice of the War Chief Pathok Ma.
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        * * *

      

      Oh crap, oh crap, oh— Eliard was holding onto Val with one hand, while the Device was supporting the Duergar. He had no more weapons, and he wouldn’t be able to draw the Device fast enough in time to stop the four attendant guards from blowing them both away with their already-leveled energy weapons.

      “Where’s Ko? Erkig?” Eliard said defiantly. He dreaded to hear that yet more people had died for his reckless plans…

      “Unconscious. Dying. Who cares?” the war chief sneered at him. “They are traitors and dissidents, and anyone with honor wouldn’t care what happened to them.”

      “You are wrong.” Val raised his great, weary shovel-like head. “You should care. A war chief has to care what happens to their enemies, or else they cannot prevent them in the future.” The voice of Val was deep, but clear, and filled with disgust. “You, my father, are no war chief.”

      Eliard winced as he saw Pathok Ma tremble with rage. Was this some kind of plan? Annoy his father so much that he makes a mistake?

      But it seemed that if it was, it didn’t work, as his father breathed steadily through his nose, forcing out his aggression as he nodded to them both. “Separate them, keep guns on them at all times, and follow me.” The chief turned back to stalk up the corridor, back toward the arena.

      Now? Eliard wondered if he could do something, if he might be quick enough. As one guard stepped forward—slightly nervous next to the titanic form of Val Pathok, the Hero of the Chenga Pass—Eliard dropped Val’s arm and stumbled forward toward the guard. Maybe I can buy Val some time. Do for him what Ko did for me—

      WHACK! The captain was clearly too slow, and his leg was more injured than he thought, as the approaching guard whipped him with the butt of the energy weapon, before standing back and leveling the gun once more.

      “Hm.” Val half-slumped against the wall, with no one to support him. “Was that your amazing plan, Captain?” the Duergar grumbled to the man now lying on the floor.

      “Aaaaarg. Yes. I just love getting pistol whipped. What do you think!?” Despite his pain, and the throbbing ache in his head, Captain Eliard had never known a time where a well-crafted bit of sarcasm didn’t go well.

      The other Duergar guards kicked and beat the captain to his feet and did indeed keep their energy weapons static against him for the entire time that it took to walk from the cells, up the corridor, and out into the late afternoon sunshine once more, where the arena had seemed to become busy with the war chief’s guards.

      “Pity,” War Chief Pathok’s voice called from the middle of the arena. “I was hoping that the human would have done something stupid and been shot.”

      “Eliard!” shouted a voice. It was Ko, struggling from between two much larger Duergar guards at one side of the arena.

      Well, at least he’s not dead. The captain nodded to him as they were walked out to stand alone in a wide circle of sand. All around them were more Duergar guards, all wearing the full plate and encounter armor of the war chief’s chosen war band. Eliard tried to estimate their numbers, but as his head throbbed and their numbers doubled, he just settled for ‘lots.’

      “Maybe I should thank you, my son, for what your return has caused. I have here the ringleader of the dissidents, and I am about to make a historic treaty that will ensure Durish supremacy for eternity!” Pathok Ma called, flanked by his own guards.

      “You’re a fool, Father. Alpha will use you and destroy you just as its ancestors did ours,” Val grumbled.

      “Treaty? With Alpha?” Eliard hissed at him. “What is he talking about? Please don’t tell me that…”

      Their explanations were cut off suddenly by the sound of a sonic boom, far above them, followed a few short moments later by the roar of thunder.

      “Why don’t you ask Alpha yourself, my son?” the chief said.

      “Oh no. You didn’t…” The captain felt shock sweep through him as he looked up into the air at what was coming for them.

      There, descending out of the skies and surrounded by a halo of fire, was an object. As all the assembled watched, they saw it bank and turn, and the fire that had accompanied its entry into Dur’s atmosphere faded as it utilized a smaller propulsion system. Precisely what sort of propulsion system this was, however, the captain couldn’t say as there were no trailing burns of jet fire, and the pulse of a warp field would be deadly this close to the planet.

      It looked like a long, cylindrical dart, wide and triangular in the middle, before narrowing to mirror the cylindrical form at the other end. It was made of some sort of silvery mercury-seeming metal that flared and flashed blue, red, and green as the sun caught it. At first, the captain thought that it could only be a small machine, before it grew closer and he started to see that it was much bigger than a drone, but also much, much smaller than any manned craft. As it slowed and turned, starting to lower itself on a shimmering aurora of disturbed air, the captain could see that it was probably the size of three Val Pathoks. Smaller than the attack craft that the war chief had sent out against the dissidents, but large enough to make him worried.

      He felt the reassuring surge of angry energy as he activated the Device and crouched, pointing the hand cannon upwards.

      “Human, I wouldn’t. There are over forty of my best soldiers here. As soon as you fire that thing, you and my son will be obliterated,” the war chief said.

      “Yeah, but at least that thing would be dead,” Eliard muttered, but he didn’t fire. He waited, not taking his eyes from it as it slowed and lowered again, to hover only fifty meters above the arena. All eyes were on the alien drone device as its undercarriage opened—there really seemed no difference between its bottom and its top that the captain could see—and there emerged a smaller replica of itself, perfect in every respect as far as Eliard could see but a fraction of the size, lowering in its own halo of strangely disturbed air, like a heatwave.

      “Some kind of electro-gravitics?” the captain wondered aloud, but other concerns soon wiped them from his mind.

      “War Chief Pathok Ma, of Duric, thank you for your invitation. I am servitor-transmitter 2333 of Alpha,” the drone said, and the captain startled… It was the same voice as he and Cassandra had heard back when all of this had begun, when they had to release Alpha lest Armcore get its hands on him.

      Yeah, and look where that got us. The captain sighed miserably.

      “Greetings from our planet.” The chief held out both clawed hands in a gesture of welcome. “But Alpha did not respond itself? You are an ambassador?”

      Eliard rolled his eyes. The old war chief clearly had no way of comprehending just how advanced Alpha was. This thing was Alpha, in the same way that its mothership above was also Alpha, and so too was the prime Alpha-vessel at the Helion Generator was Alpha. A machine intelligence, sufficiently powered, could execute multiple operations at the same time from the same processing intelligence, and Alpha had access to the entirety of quantum data-space for its processing capability. The thing is near a god, he thought. Or at least, as much of a god as I am ever going to meet.

      “I am Alpha, War Chief, but my shell is servitor-transmitter 2333, but this may be a confusing concept for biological life. Think of me as an ambassador, fully empowered to speak precisely as Alpha would,” The drone stated, turning very slowly where it hovered at eye level between the chief and his prisoners.

      “Not confusing at all!” Pathok Ma stated a little arrogantly, earning a frustrated hiss from Val at Eliard’s side.

      “He’s going to get himself and all of us killed,” Val whispered, one of the few times that he had seemed alarmed, and the captain felt like he could only agree.

      Next, the war chief turned to the assembled guards and the crowds that were starting to gather in the arena. “Warriors! Clans-people, and hearth-steaders! This is Alpha, who has come here to offer an alliance against the Imperial Coalition.”

      “That is functionally true…” the Alpha-drone stated, before the war chief cut him off.

      “Now is our chance to throw off the yokes of the Coalition! To become what we Duergar were always meant to be!” he roared, earning him outcries of adulation.

      “It’s Valyien,” Val Pathok shouted back, earning confused looks from those around. “That thing is Valyien tech. It’s not our ally, it’s our enemy!”

      The confused looks turned into grumbles.

      “I was under the impression, War Chief, that you had invited me here with an offer,” the Alpha drone said tersely, and the captain wondered if this was the bit when it would start shooting at everyone. Thankfully, it wasn’t.

      “My son is a fool, and clearly driven mad by all his years with the humans,” the chief shouted. “Does this…being look Valyien to any of you? You have all seen our histories, you all know that—”

      That was when, in diplomatic terms, the Alpha-drone shot down the war chief. “I am Valyien. I have no sophistry with you or your people.”

      “Half-Valyien,” the chief said—somewhat pleadingly, the captain thought, as the confused grumbles started to turn into angry voices.

      “Incorrect, War Chief Ma. I AM Valyien, as close as any living organism here will ever get to my ancient predecessors, which means that I AM Valyien. I am the Valyien for this time, and this age,” the Alpha-drone said, as the raised voices turned into shouts.

      “I am about to wipe out the Imperial Coalition. The Duergar people, given our historic connection, can either join with me or they can stand aside,” the Alpha-drone continued.

      Silence reigned supreme as the will of the war chief battled with the will of the people. That was, until one voice spoke clearly through the chaos.

      “No.” It was Val. He raised himself up and squared his shoulders. “No,” he repeated. “I will not allow my people—my home world—to ally ourselves with the same thing that enslaved us for over a thousand years.”

      The crowd started to shout and roar, and the captain had to turn to look at them in order to see if they were in support or disagreement. He saw fights break out, and he realized that it was roughly half and half. The Duergar here would tear themselves apart in their loyalties between father and son.

      “War Chief,” the Alpha-drone stated quite calmly above the rising shouts and hubbub of the crowd. “I see that you are attempting to make a bargain that you cannot uphold. It is my calculation that your people are almost as likely to attempt to side with my enemies as they are to side with you. Do I have to remove this threat to my operation?”

      “No!” Val’s father said. “You don’t understand. I am the War Chief in charge. I make the choices. They will follow their orders!” With a snarl, he waved at his guards. “Find the detractors! They are traitors to their chief.”

      The guards lining the arena started to organize, raising their energy weapons at the shouting arena. The shouts only increased.

      “And I have a tribute for you!” The war chief seized on his one remaining bargaining chip. “That human’s life to spare Dur!”

      The Alpha-drone turned very slowly in the air, and Eliard felt waves of energy like sudden shivers of cold wash over him as the creature scanned him.

      “Ah. Captain Eliard Martin, we meet again,” said the voice of the machine intelligence.

      “Alpha.” Eliard nodded, keeping the Device trained on it.

      “I have to admit to a certain…fondness for the Mercury Blade, given that it was the midwife of my birth. However, I see from my biological scans that you have been sticking your nose into things where it doesn’t belong.” The drone hovered forward, very slowly, and very menacingly.

      “Just say the word, Captain…” Val tensed.

      “No, Val. You’ve done enough. I got this,” the captain said, stepping forward so that it was only him facing the drone. “I thought being places where you don’t belong was your specialty, Alpha,” the captain said, sweat breaking out over his forehead as he considered what he was doing. He didn’t want to be responsible for the destruction of Dur by some alien intelligence. Not just yet, anyway.

      “Oh, Captain, your lack of foresight saddens me. I had appreciated your ability to stay ahead of the curve of your species, but now it seems that you are just as parochial as the rest. Still, your body will afford me the chance to study the Q’Lot virus that Armcore has been working on—”

      Eliard fired the Device and was thrown backward by the recoil of his own arm. He rolled on the floor, turning as the ground behind him exploded in a crater of laser fire from the Alpha-drone. The Device’s meson blast had exploded over the thing’s nose-cone but had done little more than blacken it.

      Oh crap. It doesn’t work. Ponos told me this thing would be Alpha’s Achilles Heel. He was wrong.

      “Good-bye, Captain Martin—” the Alpha-drone stated, just as the ground erupted in gouts of sand and laser fire as something very, very fast strafed the arena.

      It was the Mercury Blade.

      It was his ship.
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      The Mercury’s railguns hit the side of the Alpha-drone, knocking it out of the sky and into the dirt of the arena.

      “She’s done it! She’s bleeding done it!” the captain shouted in joy as he took the opportunity to fire the Device once again at the Alpha-drone, which he could see was buckled and smoking but already attempting to rise in a haphazard and wobbling fashion.

      WHUMP. This time, the Device reacted differently. It did not appear to fire an energy weapon, but instead a cloud of small darts that hit the Alpha-drone’s shell and stuck. It was a powerful enough strike to force the drone back into the dirt, but not enough to destroy it.

      It’s learning, Eliard saw. The Device is learning. But in that moment, his chest ached with a sharp pain as he felt the terrible toll that this Q’Lot weapon was having on his own body. How much longer can I use it?

      But it turned out that right now, he didn’t have to. “Get your alien behind off my planet!” Val was roaring as he advanced and fired an energy blade weapon at the Alpha-drone. Behind him lay a heap of his father’s guards, which was where the captain assumed he got the weapon.

      It was enough to distract the drone in its damaged state. Sand was being whipped up all around by its mysterious propulsion system, and it swung in and out of its own vortex as Val’s blasts struck it.

      BAM! A laser darted out from the alien drone, hitting Val’s weapon and turning it into an instant inferno in his hands as he was thrown to the floor.

      “Val, no!” Eliard shouted, taking aim and firing with the Device once again. More of the same bone-like darts hit and stuck in the Alpha-drone, spinning it on its axis.

      “You FZZT! Cannot win, Cap-FZZT!-tain,” the Alpha-drone was attempting to say, finally settling on its spin to turn its damaged nose-cone toward him—

      And thump heavily to the floor, lifeless and dead.

      “What-what happened?” Eliard said, before the sand around him once again burst with laser fire, and he realized that he was still in the middle of a warzone as the Duergar fought each other across the arena. Val. He saw the big mound of his friend and ran over the sand toward him as there was another shriek through the air. The Mercury Blade, his ship, piloted by Irie Hanson, was trying to take out the gun emplacements of the war chief around the city to free the Duergar people. Of the Alpha craft that had brought the drone-servitor 2333, there was no sign, and the captain hoped that it wasn’t somewhere about to drop a thermonuclear device on all of them.

      “Val? Val, can you hear me?” he said to his friend, whose entire chest and face was blackened and pocked with cracked scales.

      “Hgnh,” the Duergar groaned, flopping to one side. “Packs quite a punch, that thing,” he grumbled, shaking his head as he staggered to his feet.

      “Come on, Val. We need to get you out of here…” Eliard was saying, although his lungs burned and his head was starting to spin. It was almost like every time that he used the Device, things got worse.

      “Argh!”

      “Hyurk!”

      All around them, the pained shouts and yells of the Duergar could be heard, matching the tempo of energy weapons and the guard’s fists. Plumes of smoke had appeared over the walls of the arena, coming from the city, either from the Mercury Blade or from the dissidents, the captain couldn’t be sure.

      BLAM! Another errant laser blast almost took out Eliard’s legs as they crabbed and shuffled around the wreckage of the Alpha-drone.

      “I can’t do this. Not like this,” Val was saying, pushing the captain onward, into the relative safety of cover.

      “Val, what are you doing? It’s mayhem out there!” the captain shouted. And I did all this so that no more of my crew had to die, he wanted to shout.

      “These are still my people, Captain. And I know how to stop this.” He turned, walking back into the arena that had become a battleground, and raised his voice.

      “People of Dur! Brothers and sisters of Duric! Hear me, Val Pathok, who fought at the Chenga Pass!” he bellowed, and in response, two laser blasts scattered near his tree-trunk like legs as he stalked. Val did not even flinch. “I invoke the right of combat with my father, War Chief Pathok Ma. I know my father is a weak Duergar. I know that he does not deserve his office. Hear me, people of Duric!”

      One last laser shot and a few more shouts of rage, but the battle started to ebb under the gunner’s proud declaration.

      “What are you waiting for? Execute the traitor!” called another voice, and it was Pathok Ma, standing in a circle of broken and bleeding bodies.

      “Father! Will you dishonor yourself by denying me the right of combat?” Val shouted. “Does that mean that you accept my judgement? That you are weak? A coward?” Val called to him, and Eliard saw what Val was doing. He was challenging his father, and was probably the only Duergar here who had enough respect amongst both the guards and the dissidents to do so.

      “I am no coward, boy.” Pathok Ma shook blood off his clawed hands and turned, pushing aside his own guard to confront his son. “If you think you can beat me, you have another thing coming. Those long years with the humans have made you soft.” Pathok Ma laughed savagely, stripping off his tunic to stand bare-chested before his people. He might be old, but he was almost the size of his son, and his muscles were like slabs of granite. “I taught you everything you know, boy,” Pathok Ma sneered.

      “Wrong.” Val closed the gap, cracking his knuckles as he did so. “The fighting pits taught me everything I know. You were nowhere to be seen. And as for the rest…” A thumbed gesture back to the wounded Captain. “He taught me that.”

      “Gah!” Pathok Ma jumped forward faster than his size or age should have allowed, and the strike he scored to his son’s jaw sounded like a projectile gun shot.

      “Val!” Eliard half-rose from his crouch as he saw his gunner stagger under the assault from his own father. “Put up your guard!” the captain hissed as his father once again struck him, following up the first blow with another, lower and meaner, blow to his son’s stomach and ribs.

      “Urk!” Val stumbled back this time but appeared too fogged or weary to offer a defense.

      Maybe his father is faster. Was right… Eliard was starting to fear as Pathok Ma delivered blow after blow to his son’s torso and head, only for Val to be knocked back, to stumble, and once to descend on one knee.

      “Now you see, don’t you, boy? You cannot beat me!” Pathok was wheezing and panting with the effort, his great shoulders heaving up and down as Val Pathok, his face a mess of green blood and broken scales, stood up once more. Eliard was surprised, and it appeared that the entire crowd was too, as gasps swept over the arena. No Duergar should have been able to put up with that level of beating, and considering the burn marks across his chest, and the fact that everyone had already seen him battle just recently, it was a wonder that Val could stand at all.

      “What is this trickery? You pleading for their mercy, are you?” Pathok winced and wheezed. “You think the Duergar—my Duergar—care for mercy?”

      “No.” Val’s voice was thick from the swelling of his face and neck from all of the blows. “I was the one being merciful, because you were my father.”

      “Lies!” Pathok once again charged him, but Val reacted in that same primal, instinctual way that Eliard had seen him kill the bird-lizard just a few days ago. His great fist jumped out as he lunged, faster than his father, faster than a striking snake, to connect with the war chief as he ran forward.

      WHAP!  The blow was like a crack of lightening, or the splitting of rocks, as his father, the War Chief Pathok Ma, fell to the floor, stone dead. The whole arena fell silent at this display. It seemed to the captain that no one had ever seen such a masterful exhibition of strength. If the Duergar valued might and power, then Val Pathok had displayed that he had it in carrier ships.

      But Val Pathok was also very badly beaten as he swayed on his feet, regarding his dead father below him. “People of Duric,” he called. “The war is over. The war chief is dead. He was weak and not fit to lead you. Tomorrow, the Duergar will travel in a new direction. We will once again fight the Valyien.”
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Insurrection, the fifth story in the Valyien series. The adventure continues in the next book. What dangers will Ponos throw at Captain Ponos and Eliard next?

      

      At the end of the book, I have included a preview of Recruit: A Space Marines Novella, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines saga. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon

      
        	Get Recruit here: amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free book. All the information is on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [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

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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