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Here’s a brief description here to remind you why you chose this book. Enjoy !

 

The corporations’ control of space is held in check by the Alliance who maintain neutrality for the rest of the Empire. An AWA agent getting caught up in a sabotage plot is the signal for the corporations to take control of the neutral zone, but their plot is foiled by AWA agents Grady and Shrilla forcing the corporations to 'up the ante'. Meanwhile, on a newly discovered mutant planet Grady discovers the reason for the corporation's attack. He now needs to stay alive long enough to get the news out.

Mutant Hunter is the exciting fast-paced first book in the latest series from the author of the Pattern Universe.


Everything you need to know about ‘The Clone Worlds’ universe

'Clone Worlds' is a galaxy where humanity has been re-birthed for at least the third time in its history. Previous existences of humans are long forgotten, buried in the distant past. The only known memory is carried by a banned cult named the Dispersalistas. The cult's origins are unknown, but their mantra is such that it creates disturbances wherever it is preached, therefore it has been banned ‘with prejudice’ and the cult hunted down wherever it is discovered, forcing the Dispersalistas into becoming a clandestine organisation to survive.

The competition for control over the seething mass of humanity is cut-throat and the Corporations are hell-bent on controlling it all. Many of the planets colonised were theirs, but they were continually striving for more so constantly expanded their reach.

When there was insufficient labour they cloned humans, mutating them to create better-adapted workers. This backfired when the genetic splices created unexpected variances in second and third generation offspring This supposedly resulted in further problems when viruses ‘allegedly (at the time)’ originating from the mutants, created a pandemic across many of the planets.

In an attempt to cull them, the corporations fell foul of public sentiment and a war ensued over protecting their rights. The Mutant Wars proved hugely damaging to the corporations hold on many of the planets and their workforces. They eventually negotiated a truce with the newly formed Febrillo Worlds Alliance (FWA) which ended up representing those planets opposed to the corporations hold on their worlds. This also forced the corporations to recognise mutants as individuals and allow them basic human rights. 

Whilst the people continued to be afraid of the threat the mutants represented, they nonetheless forced the corporations to accept responsibility for their continued care. Colonies of unstable mutants were monitored by a new independent body, the Alliance of Worlds (AW) formed to police existing mutant colonies and search out new ones.

Where mutations had stabilised the colonies were given a degree of autonomy over their own people. Unstable colonies remained the responsibility of the corporations. In both cases the corporations retained complete ownership of the worlds the mutants lived on. There was one rider built into the agreement - any planet that was found to have indigent sentience had to be either left alone, or brought into the Empire and not subjected to corporate takeover. It was left to the AW to investigate all possible cases.

The Core navy (CN), owned and operated exclusively by the corporations, policed all corporation worlds and intervening space. The Empire worlds were off-limits to the CN, but they were allowed to circuit FWA space so long as they accepted it was neutral territory and they had no right to enforce CN law. The FWA became nervous as the Core navy continued to intimidate planets within the Alliance, but stopped short of renewing any aggression.

Instead, quietly but with IPA backing and approval, the AW developed its own fleet of highly specialised ships which by maintaining technological superiority became more than a match for small fleets of CN ships. In this way the threat of further war slowly diminished and the expansion of corporate worlds was kept in check.

As part of the growing power of the AW, their investigators were guaranteed a free pass across the galaxy and given immunity from ‘stop and search’ or arrest by the Core navy. This didn't sit well with the CN ships that otherwise swaggered unchecked across space, but was rigorously enforced by the AW's own growing fleet which also provided protection in disputed cases of mutancy.

Behind all of this the Dispersalistas continued to operate secretly, working their way into all levels of FWA, AW and corporation affairs. The cult under its alias, the DIA (Dispersalistas Intelligence Agency), soon became the most powerful espionage network in the galaxy where it used its influence to secretly affect outcomes of explorations and kept a close eye on the planets that were colonised by the corporations. They secretly channelled intelligence through the Alliance of Worlds ensuring that the cult's objectives were met, and the AW's hold on mutant colonies was maintained.

However, the Alliance of Worlds was becoming a big thorn in the side of the corporations. Something was going to have to change.


Chapter One

Planet Uscilla

Grady reclined with his feet up in the small two-seater cockpit wielding a large tablet by handles extending from the sides. The screen’s crystal clear picture of the surface area several thousand metres below was overlaid with current geological survey data giving him an almost 3D holographic representation of the tundra below.

The land was a varied mix of deep, insect-laden swamp running for miles in every direction and linked islands of dry matted earth held together with sparse clumps of unruly vegetation. The inhospitable quagmire was interrupted by a group of massive tree-like structures that stood alone in the swamp’s midst. The structures had smooth trunks with dense growth of unpenetrable branches that grew hundreds of feet into the air and seemed capable of hiding who knew what. 

Something lived there, he’d just seen a flash of colour that disappeared into the thick branches, too fast for his senses to register. The direction and destination was automatically computed for him by the software he was using so the mutant hunter had no need to readjust the settings to the triangulated readings, the picture automatically switched external sensors to macro-zoom.

He was instantly ‘face to face’ with one of the most beautifully ergonomic humanoids he had ever seen. As he watched, it turned and walked confidently across a large branch and mixed amongst others of its kind. Grady, following it on the viewer, twiddled with the settings to keep it in main focus as it made for another branch. He was entranced by the ease of its movement while it appeared totally unconcerned with the distance to the ground that his viewer computed to be precisely four hundred and fifty eight feet. 

An alternative image the AI displayed holographically in front of him via the cockpit viewing panel showed a massive tree towering hundreds of feet into the air from which specks constantly leaped. Looking at them, Grady had nagging suspicions of his monitored creature’s next move.

It was definitely human with features that had been modified genetically to an almost curved shape. The legs and arms, instead of being straight, angled forwards and slightly bent to compensate. The overall effect was of a slightly elongated bow.

Initially, Grady didn’t understand the relevance, then as the creature changed stance to show itself in profile he could see the crude sagging skin hanging from the back of its arms and legs. The membrane was so thin it had been almost unnoticeable from the back and front view.

“I wonder what your DNA was spliced with,” he wondered out loud, forgetting the possibility of an immediate expert opinion in response as a positive and enthusiastic voice erupted above him.

“Computations suggest either Teropus gene or Chiroptera as a base-line, although there appear to be other non-DNA adaptations that indicate possible links with Nephilia DNA. My observations aren’t yet complete. You will need genetic samples,” Ario responded. 

“What’s that in lay terms, Ario ? I’m a little behind in my biology,” Grady asked sarcastically.

“A bat, or other flying animal,” Ario clarified, sounding a little miffed at Grady’s lack of appreciation of its expert analysis.

The ship AI was viewing various recordings showing the mutants in various modes and correlating them for the report for the Alliance of Worlds Agency (AWA). The computer system was designed by them for planetary surveying, so its capabilities leaned heavily into that area. However, Grady had modified it extensively. It could now navigate and fly autonomously, secure the ship from hostile incursion and evade detection from Core navy ships. The resulting bulge in its expanded processor unit was now shielded with Neutrofinium, a heat damping and resilient steel alloy, capable of withstanding a plasma bolt. Most importantly, the ‘know-all’ AI was the nearest thing Grady had to a friend and partner.

Ario was suggesting he go and swab them for samples, never an easy function of an AW agent let alone one that was undercover.

“Why do I get the dangerous jobs while you simply sit here and sharpen your pencil ?” Grady baited the AI while continuing to scope the individual he had zoomed in on. When the creature turned and spread its arms and legs at the end of the branch, Grady almost knew what he was going to see and locked the tracking sensor on the creature. He didn’t want to miss this.

The now ‘evidently male’ specimen calmly stepped off the branch and before it had fallen several metres somersaulted so it was head downward with arms and legs outstretched. The flimsy membranes, now stretched from both arms and legs, filled with air quickly turning the fall into a controlled glide. Grady watched the body language ; the action seemed effortless. Certainly the grace of the creature when walking was more accentuated in flight.

He continued to follow as it made a long slow circling glide to an obscure corner of the marshlands. As it landed it quickly crouched and flung itself into the swamp in a ripple-less dive that took it under the surface of the dark mire. Grady continued to watch while his chronometer kept a count of the time. When it reached fifty three seconds, a head broke the surface and the creature threw something up onto the mound, following immediately behind it as it clambered swiftly out of the swamp.

Still covered from head to foot in the mess of the swamp’s murky waters, Grady continued to watch as it cleaned the mud off the object with its hands and examined it. Grady couldn’t see what it was and it was too much of an alien shape for the AI’s recognition systems to extrapolate any data. When it was satisfied, the creature looked up as if it was looking directly at him. Grady started, then belatedly realised that he was several thousand metres away and couldn’t possibly be seen by the naked eye. His reaction made him chuckle so he almost missed what happened next.

Grabbing at something that ship’s camera couldn’t see, the creature pulled whatever it was close and then leaned back as if dragging something out of the sky. He still couldn’t see what it was, but the creature could and was now pulling hard on whatever it had a hold of.

“Ario, can you detect what that creature is grabbing ? I can’t see anything in the viewfinder it must be either invisible or transparent to the visual sensors,” Grady called out.

“I’m picking up a resonance from the air around the tree, it tallies with whatever your mutant is holding, and by all indications it is part of the tree itself. Some kind of thread is my best analysis without further investigation. You need to get samples,” the AI reminded him.

Ignoring for the moment the AI’s nagging reminder, Grady continued to watch. They had been sent here on a fact-finding mission. One of the corporations, Fezon Resources, had already colonised major sectors of the planet. They had missed the swamplands because there had been no evidence of anything of interest, but had then discovered this colony of trees was inhabited by sentients. They had done the right thing and called in the mutant hunters, or specifically Grady, who had a better reputation than most, hand-picked because he was less aggressive than other teams. 

The Fezon Corp had a reputation for taking care of mutant colonies discovered on their worlds. They were one of the few that did. Most hid the presence of mutants from the AWA and dealt with them secretly. The worst offender was ENCIO and whenever the mutant hunters were contracted it was always on a clandestine basis of ‘eradicate with extreme prejudice’ while giving the AWA the impression that there was nothing going on. It was the reason why Grady had been placed undercover to collect evidence while at the same time ensuring ENCIO and other corporations attempts to eradicate mutant clones were thwarted.

The creature on the ground disappeared in a flash. Grady immediately aimed the sensors along the trajectory and this time caught the mutant in-flight, holding onto something - a gossamer thread which was now not so invisible as it collapsed in a coil ahead of the mutant, who was also extending arms and legs to create additional lift. A few seconds later Grady watched the mutant creature land elegantly on a spit of wood extending out from the tree. It walked forward into the bole of the trunk holding the retrieved item in its arm.

They were harvesting something from the swamp which meant either food, or trade - and that meant possible contact off-world. Grady was ready to get down there, but needed a way into the tree. He hoped that he wouldn’t be attacked, which was possible depending on the amount of outside contact the colony had had, and if their experiences had been good, or bad.

Swamplands

Grady twisted the valve that opened the oblong hatch of the hovering spaceship. He was still a good forty feet from the ground and a fall wouldn’t be pleasant, so he held onto the internal handle while pulling the ship’s harness towards him. Once he attached it to his belt he felt a lot happier. He’d had cause to land without the ship touching down before. Subsequently, he’d incorporated a cable mount inside the external security cabinet built flush with the outside hull. It couldn’t be opened without a retinal code and housed a manual valve over-ride. The cable drop would be controlled by Ario who would ensure Grady was safely landed. The same procedure would pull him out of just about anywhere the harness could be dropped. 

The warm humid air from the jets blasted up at him as he de-planed. He checked the area around his landing site in case there was anything that might attack him before he gained the ground. His equipment hung in a rucksack attached to his left foot so he didn’t get it snagged in the unwinding cable and it landed just ahead of him. He crouched down pulling at the cable to create slack so he could detach it from his belt then watched as it returned to the Citrix. 

He was standing in the ship’s shadow, to remain unseen by any watchers unless they were close by. Ario altered the ship’s position, slowly gaining height until it was just a small speck. The AI would remain in audio contact and provide technical back-up, but Grady was effectively on his own - on a hillock - and a half-hour hike to the nearest tree.

He needed to be seen approaching, for time to be given for a ‘reasoned’ response. Landing too close to their habitat could be seen as hostile and Grady had no intentions of spooking them from the outset. 

He set off, checking his equipment as he went. His experience in this type of approach to mutants was extensive and he had only needed to resort to Ario’s back-up measures once. Grady felt confident that this colony would be receptive. Although, if he was honest he had no grounds for such confidence, it was something within him that generally warned him of impending danger. His senses didn’t pick up anything so far.

“Ario, you receiving me ?” he queried into his headset.

“Loud and clear, Grady,” it answered in its pleasant baritone voice. Sometimes it was a lazy bass, but today’s was a confident tone that carried across the frequency. Ario frequently changed voices, often mid-conversation. It wasn’t a personality thing, Grady was certain that the programmers had forgotten to set the modulators to a fixed state and every time the ship hit turbulence, or carried out fast course corrections something would slip and his voice would alter. He kept meaning to get it fixed, then would think about whether it was Ario’s deliberate intent to personalise its contact with him, so would let it slide again.

He concentrated on the terrain. There were considerable ponds of water, which to his mind looked stagnant and algae coated. He didn’t relish the idea of falling in one. He could swim, but he had the impression that the murky waters contained other creatures and might not welcome his intrusion. The ground scans indicated that many of the ponds were interlinked in a vast subterranean lake and some were quite deep. Just how the hillocks and pathways retained their structure and stability he hadn’t yet ascertained. As it wasn’t part of Grady’s current mission he put the thought to the back of his mind.

As he continued to walk the ground changed to a more stable foundation. Now the sky was dotted with flyers who were beginning to grow in size as he got closer to the trees. He could make out individuals, but none appeared to come near although he was sure he had already been seen.

As he approached, Grady’s ability to see into the tops of the trees became impossible, he couldn’t wind his neck back that far. Instead he concentrated on the growing number of flyers that were in the vicinity. He decided he would need to stop shortly. There was no way he could climb the trunk of any of these mammoths, the bark looked too smooth. He wanted some reaction from the flyers to acknowledge him in some way. He needed to gauge their response.

He turned outward away from the trunk to look further afield - and came face to face - with a mutant.

The creature was taller than Grady by a good two inches, perhaps more - the curvature of the body made it difficult to tell. It was male. They wore no clothes and this one was well muscled, hairless with a slightly grey tinge to the skin. Something in the way it moved reminded Grady of a coiled serpent and although unarmed Grady wasn’t fooled. The menace oozing from the creature would be accompanied with solid reactions and quick reflexes. He had no doubt this mutant would hurt him if it felt threatened.

“You are not welcome here,” the mutant spoke gruffly in Standard. The language was common to all worlds and whilst dialects could make for difficulties sometimes, it was pretty much ubiquitous throughout the galaxy. He gestured at Grady indicating back the way he came as if expecting him to just leave.

Grady quickly recovered from the shock of the stealthy approach of the mutant, managing to hold his body still, withholding the desire to quiver from the adrenalin reaction, instead he stood straighter in an attempt to reach an equal eye level.

“My name is Philus Grady, I am here at the request of the planet’s owners. I need to meet with your people.”

“We wish to be left alone - your people hunt us, killed many. This is all that remain and we will protect it. Leave - tell them there is nothing to fear, we are not infected and we only want what they don’t,” he gestured towards the swamps and trees “...these lands are our home.”

“It is not that simple. The owners will allow you... no... they want you to stay, but they must know more about your people to assist you. I am here to check for infection and instability. You are aware of the Mutant Protection Regulations. I must carry out the law. If you can prove your free of the virus and stable breeding you will be permitted this land and more, but I must be allowed to complete my investigation.”

“No ! - you must leave now !” he gesticulated again toward the road back from where he had come. He moved towards Grady as if to grab him while Grady moved aside to avoid his potential attack.

A sound behind caused Grady to swerve around, to find two more males had appeared and were close enough to touch. Damn ! these guys were stealthy, he thought warily. At times like this he wished he had a human partner to back him up. The corporations would take considerable advantage of an AWA agent being caught spying. However, Grady was unique in that he didn’t have that problem - nobody knew he was with the AWA, not even other AWA agents. 

For all public concerns, he was an ex-Core officer retired on grounds of suspicion of being a member of a prohibited group, even though he’d been cleared of it - legally. The Core Navy weren’t interested in promoting anyone who didn’t fit their mould - and Grady didn’t fit any mould, which didn’t make him any friends - so he had learned to keep largely to himself.

The one nearest him held his hands up, his fingers appeared to be playing a game which looked strange to Grady until he realised it was a form of communication. When he glanced frontwards he could see the mutant’s eyes taking in the message.

The second new arrival remained directly behind Grady, just out of his line of sight. He considered taking some form of action to free himself from the trap he was being manoeuvred into, but then the mutant spoke again distracting him.

“Myami says you must come with us,” his fingers were playing the same game as the other one, the one referred to as Myami. Grady didn’t know if it was a title or name. He went to step back, knowing there was one mutant behind him and wanting to force it to move aside. As he moved he felt no contact and continued several steps - it worked. The creature had moved aside and he now felt happier facing the three of them.

Grady wasn’t overly happy with their tone and body language, but had known it wouldn’t be easy. Most mutant colonies had bad experiences with outsiders, especially those who had official business. They wouldn’t be forthcoming which was why his training included all of the observational skills to make judgements. So far the risk was within acceptable parameters in that he felt he still had options. He nodded his agreement and the mutants relaxed as if suspecting he would refuse and attempt to leave. He decided that something was off, but couldn’t pin it down. It wasn’t quite a nagging feeling yet, but that might soon change. 

“Ario, stand by for fast extraction,” he sub-vocalised, covering the muscle movement and whisper with a hand movement across his face.

“Ready,” was all the answer he got.

One of the mutants looked up, the other two copied him and almost together they leaped upward with arms outstretched. Grady could now see translucent ribbons floating across the sky at all levels. They shimmered when the light caught them just right. Why hadn’t he seen them before ? 

They had grabbed the trailing gossamer strands and were pulling them down, taking up the slack. Grady could see them becoming taut, turning into cords. He tried to see where they originated, but all he could tell was the angle took them directly towards the lower branches of the nearest tree. That has to be at least three hundred feet, Grady thought. 

The mutants had several ties in each hand as they moved towards Grady. He went to step back, but realised he had nowhere to go. Behind him dark pools swirled ominously, as though something swam beneath the surface. 

They grabbed his arms and tied them with ribbons which pulled at him even though they were held back by the others. Each of them linked his ribbon to their own and together he and two of the mutants walked back down the path he had arrived on, pulling them tighter. He could sense the tension rising in the other ribbons although his own remained tight, but not uncomfortable. The third was yanking his own ties and Grady could now hear the breeze humming through the invisible cords as they tautened. The effort of tightening seemed out of proportion to the resulting tension and he realised that the tree must be responding in some way, as if taking up the slack from its own end. How strange.

Without warning, he was yanked off his feet and airborne. The ties to the other two had stretched out and he was literally hanging suspended in the air by his wrists as they shot upwards into the sky towards the lower branches of the tree. His eyes watered from the air rushing past. The tears reached his ears and pooled in the crevices.

Then he was no longer rushing upwards, but simply floating as his captors, with their arms and legs outstretched, converted to gliding mode carrying themselves and him effortlessly, heading towards the landing area he had observed from space. Knowing what was coming Grady moved his feet forward in preparation for a hard landing but was surprised when as the wooden platform rushed up at him, they landed without him touching. The mutants were holding him away from the tree’s branch, supporting his weight effortlessly.

Clear of the edge, they let him go and his feet touched the surface, worn flat and smooth from thousands of landings. The mutant that had accompanied him looked at him suspiciously while the other, Myami, unravelled the threads on his arms. Grady looked back at where he had just come from, the excited rush of the flight still with him. The distant horizon and the swamplands went as far as the eye could see. 


Chapter Two

Tree Colony

The older mutant grabbed his arm and gestured impatiently towards the bole of the tree. “Come.” The mutant who now stood behind blocking his exit should he want to jump to his death also pushed him, not roughly. Grady not wanting to antagonise them complied.

He’d had very little chance to look around. There were many mutants staring, many of them women who were almost as tall as the men, small-breasted and equally muscular, but in proportion to their size and sex. There were no signs of children. He wondered where they were being kept. It was an important function of his confidential AWA report that the children were evaluated. Many cultures hid their children from prying eyes precisely because they were the subject of intense scrutiny by agencies looking for aberrations that would indicate instability, or regression in a population. Grady knew he wouldn’t be popular, but for their own sake he needed to resolve this before other hunters were called in. He knew that the some of the other members of Fezon were less prone to altruism and more likely to side with removing the problem. Either way these people needed him to protect their way of life.

As they mounted a massive set of stairs built around the trunk capable of managing three people at a time, Grady had a chance to look over the side at the area they were leaving for the next level. There were plenty of habitats seemingly cutting into the bark of the tree and although he could see utensils for various jobs, there was no evidence of anything large enough to cut into the iron-hard trunk of these mega-sized tree villages. He wondered how they achieved such a clean, professional finish.

He was pushed further into the centre of the foliaged paths and at the end of one of them he saw their destination. A hole in the tree large enough for them to enter.

Expecting it to be dark within, Grady was surprised to find that the tree was illuminated internally. He couldn’t see exactly what it was, but his first glance gave him the impression of algae. There had been many instances in the past where cultures had used natural light sources for illuminating interiors so this wasn’t anything special, except that Grady hadn’t been expecting it.

There were other mutants inside, mostly male as well as a few females. They looked older than the others he’d seen. These must be the elders of the village then, Grady surmised. All openly studied him as he entered. How could they communicate so quickly, or was something going on here that he was missing. A few of the males were openly hostile, the others saw this and held them back. It wouldn’t take them much to break free, Grady thought.

One of the old men turned and rounded on him accusingly. “Why do you come here ?” 

Grady had already answered this question, but he now repeated his mission so that all of the elders could hear him.

Grady sensed the animosity was fear more than anger and explained that as this was a company world they had the right to everything on it and in it. That included genetically modified humans that had been placed here, or had settled from other planets after the wars.

“Yes, yes ! I know all that,” the old man sputtered in Standard. “You came HERE, why ?” he repeated. The others murmured amongst themselves, they all sounded concerned.

Grady wondered if he was missing something and set his senses to pick up what he could. There was tension in the place and the mutants that had remained at the door were twitching, their fingers communicating at a frantic pace. He maintained his non-confrontational expression and tried to explain.

“The company that owns this planet specifically requested I visit you to ascertain if you were a stable community. If so, they are prepared to provide you with land and support in return for your cooperation. If your people aren’t stable they will bring in teams to help you resolve the medical issues so that you can eventually take your place within the world’s development. It’s a very generous position for them to take when other corporations are treating the matter in a more negative and permanent way,” Grady explained.

“Yes, but you’re a mutant hunter and your kind have hunted us almost to extinction. Yet, you come here unarmed and alone and expect us to cooperate with you. Why should we trust you ?” he spat at him, his dislike of Grady more evident now.

“Yes ! I am a mutant hunter, but I don’t work for the corporations,” Grady confessed.

“You work for yourselves, you contract out to the corporations so they can keep their hands clean while you do their dirty work. We know how you animals operate.”

True, Grady thought, the hunters do the corporations dirty work, but could he tell them his real mission, and would they believe him ? He wondered if they would understand the difference or care overly much. He had to try.

“I work for an organisation called the Alliance of Worlds. The AWA oversees the corporations and ensures that people like yourselves aren’t exterminated quietly and removed from planets that the corporations want to own outright. I work undercover as a mutant hunter to enable me to infiltrate the corporations and learn where their attentions are being concentrated. The company that sent me here knows my reputation for finding peaceful solutions and sent me instead of the killers you expect.” Grady sensed he now had the elders attention so he continued.

“If I fail they will have no choice but to send in the other teams. There is nowhere else to run, your people will not survive unless I can warn the AWA that your people are in trouble.” It wasn’t true, the company would probably try a different non-violent option, but if Grady was killed, it would place a heavy burden on the company and the AWA and complicate the solution deeply.

The murmurings amongst the others were growing more strident and for the first time the feeling in Grady’s stomach twinged. He sensed movement behind him and stepped aside just as one of the male guards had gone to grab him. He had a wicked looking knife in his hand and the way he held it, indicated to Grady that he meant to use it. None of the elders stirred.

Grady realised he had been brought here out of sight to be executed. He had mistaken their intent and was now going to pay the price. He moved away from the knife wielding mutant and towards the entrance. One male guard still stood in front surprised at his speedy response to the other guard’s attack. Grady swept in and uppercut him and the mutant folded and Grady pushed him into the other guard delaying him the vital seconds he needed to reach the doorway.

“Ario, get me out. Now !” he called to his AI.

“On my way,” came the reply through his earpiece. Grady’s camera was recording everything and Ario was receiving it back on-board the Citrix. 

“Move higher, I cannot penetrate these branches,” Ario warned.

Grady had seen the stairway continuing upwards into the higher levels and slipped out quickly and ran the wide stairs keeping ahead of the posse now racing behind him. When he reached what appeared to be the end of the stairway Grady was amazed to see a barrier between him and the upper tree.

He looked back, the sound of pursuit was close, he had no time to dally. He removed his laser from his satchel and fired it into the mass of branches that had been woven into the wall in front of him. It was his only route to the upper branches.

“Don’t go through there !” the voice of Myami shouted from behind him having followed with the guards and who was now holding them back. Grady looked at them surprised at the change in them, but was already crawling through the hole he had made. 

He ran on, but there was no more stairway. He began climbing the nearest branch. they were all well-spaced and the foliage was dense giving him plenty of purchase as he climbed. When he looked back he saw no-one following. Strange ! 

Two branches higher brought him to an area of reasonable stability. He looked up at the next level, but was startled when out of the corner of his eye something flitted in and out of view. It was large, human-sized, possibly smaller than a female mutant. Grady looked carefully, but it was gone. His gut twinged ominously. There was good reason for the barrier and the lack of pursuit, he slowly realised.

“Ario, how much higher do I have to go ?”

“At least another two levels, I detect life-signs around you. I suggest you move with more than your usual alacrity,” Ario suggested.

“Hey ! enough of the backtalk, Ario. Any idea how I’m going to get off this overgrown tree-trunk ?”

“It is possible I can sweep in and you can leap in through the hatch, but it is more likely that you will have to launch yourself off the branch and catch the harness. I’m extending it out now. Be warned though, there are increasing life-signs in your proximity,” Ario warned.

Grady looked around while he ran, ducking low-hanging branches and catching sight of shadowy figures as he went further up and deeper into the trees undergrowth. His gut was practically de-fibrillating in urgent warning, he knew he was only a step away from danger, but had no idea what form it would take until it materialised.

“I’m coming up on the last big branch now, begin your intercept and I’ll run straight out,” Grady puffed as he ran the last few steps. He could hear pursuit above and behind him and realised he was running out of time, and tree.

Figures suddenly materialised in front of him as he clambered onto the top level. They materialised from the protection and cover of the broad leaves that spread their thick mantle towards the sun at this height and he instantly realised he was in grave danger.

They were just children, but something was wrong with them. Seriously wrong. Too late he understood why the mutant adults had not followed. They believed he had nowhere to go and would be dealt with by their offspring. 

Children that they themselves feared.

Escape

As Grady pushed forward brandishing his laser, he expected them to back off. Either they had no idea what the weapon represented, or they were fearless as children often are. 

He fired at a branch near a group and the heat from the laser exploded the high sap content of the young wood. It startled the young mutants, but only for a second or two. They still blocked his exit to the edge of the branch.

“Ario, are you getting my video feed ?” Grady asked anxiously.

“You may have to shoot them to extract yourself. Their body language, such as it is, implies they will attack in the next few seconds.”

“I don’t want to do that,” Grady replied, shooting at another branch, causing them to step back, but not far.

He could see them clearly now and didn’t rate his chances. The mutants hid their young up here and he knew why. Their genes were unstable and reverting to the animal types they were drawn from. These children had arms and legs, mainly. Some had multiple claw appendages extending from great folds of skin. He thought he knew what that meant, and worried about leaping off the branch - they might glide after him, and those claws could do serious damage. Their faces were a mix, nothing stable, partially human, long snouts, black eyes, furry features and long tongues siding between very sharp incisors.

“Do something, Ario, or I’m going to be breakfast, lunch and dinner in a few seconds.”

“I have an idea, if it works you will have a short opportunity ; take it and run the length of the branch, then launch yourself out of the tree. I’m close to you, but above - you have to catch the harness,” Ario told him. “Three seconds, two, one... Now !”

Grady saw the mutants respond by shrieking and putting hands over ears, where they had hands, and claws where they didn’t. Then he was running through them, and heading for open sky. As he took a last look behind him, he jumped knowing that he had a few seconds at best to avoid what was coming after him, and catch the safety harness that he couldn’t yet see.

Then he was falling and the rush of air took the little remaining breath away. His hands extended as his tear-filled eyes caught sight of a cable in front of him and clumsily, almost missing it, he grabbed and feeling it hit his open hands, pulled it towards him. His momentum made it difficult to hold it properly as it slid through his fingers, but he knew he had no other option, the mutants wouldn’t catch him.

“Hold onto that cable, Grady, it’s your only chance,” Ario warned him pointlessly. 

Grady was doing his best as his weight pushed him ground ward at an increasing rate. Then he had both hands holding it and as he swung his legs in to assist his grasp of the lifeline he felt the harness slam into his backside bringing him to an instant stop. The arresting belt wouldn’t hold him long unless he took a better hold. As he began to slip again he saw the Citrix where the cable retracted into the side of the hatch. Ario had swung the vessel on its side and Grady slammed through the already open hatchway into the inner lock.

He almost lost consciousness then, but Ario was shouting at him to grab the handhold as the valve closed around the cable just in time to avoid the vicious fangs of a flying mutant ‘thing’. The AI must have overridden the safety features and Grady saw the cable cut cleanly through leaving just a metre inside the hatch.

Not for the first time Grady thanked the stars that he’d taught the AI to fly the ship. Even so, that flip manoeuvre that brought him into the ship was a textbook first. He would have to see a replay of that one.

“Ario, that was an ace manoeuvre, but bloody hell, what did you do to those mutant children to make them go wild like that ?” Grady asked as he pulled himself into the pilot chair and strapped himself in.

“It was a matter of genetics. They are related to bats and other flying animals and respond to high frequency noises. I just ran through a range of sounds that were too high for the human ear and they reacted. Given time I could probably isolate the ones that did the damage, but I presumed you had seen what you needed to see and that it might be a good time to leave.” The AI paused and carried out a manoeuvre that brought the Citrix into position for a powered thrust. 

“Entering space in one minute forty seconds.”

“You have a call from Chetesque, the CEO of Fezon he is saying your report is overdue,” the AI reported.

Grady flipped the switch and the burly CEO’s head and shoulders appeared overlayed on his cockpit screen. Grady could see the impatience in the man’s features before he even spoke.

“Well, what have you discovered, Grady ? We need to move on this immediately, or be seen as indecisive and weak to the other corps,” he enquired belligerently. This was not the same person, or attitude that Grady had initially dealt with, but the CEO paid his bill so he bit his tongue and updated the man on his problem. Still coming to terms with his close shave with the mutant children, he had no desire to start another confrontation quite yet. However, he needed to know the lay of the land, if it had changed he would have to think on his feet to protect the mutants, despite their problems they weren’t responsible for their predicament. That was the fault of corporations like Fezon who had exploited them in the past. 

Grady decided he needed to know something first so opened up with a clarification.

“I understood that Nyleene Bram was in charge of this project, and that it was Fezon’s intention to support the mutants regardless of my findings. What has changed ?” he asked.

He watched as Chetesque’s face darkened in anger.“Bram is my assistant, one of many that I have, Mr Grady, and if I choose to intervene directly, I will do so. As to the mutants, it’s never been my intention to support them unless they were going to be productive and stable. Now proceed with your report,” he ordered.

“Hmmh ! Mr Chetesque, is it ? Well, I can assure you that the mutants are not stable, and from my initial findings they never will be. I observed first and second generation adults, all of whom might have been stable, or not, in the short time I was with them. However, the third generation seems to have broken down entirely and is quickly reverting to genetic types that we have not yet completed analysis of, but probably relate to the chiroptra genus. There is some interesting symbiosis between their habitat and themselves that might be of interest to Xenologists, but for the foreseeable future, if not handled their population will die out or mutate away from human form and may pose a problem to future colonists.” Grady completed his initial assessment. He would need to study the videos and Ario’s sensor readings before he could complete a full report.

“So, you're saying they’re going to be a problem for us ?” Chetesque scowled.

“I’m saying that if they don’t get help, and soon, that they will deteriorate and suffer badly. There are already signs of social problems and with their children mutating away from the expected norms, there will be considerable breakdown of their civilisation within a decade, or less. The only good thing I heard while I was there was from one of the elders, Myami, who has recently been contacted by an agent of the AWA,” he lied.

Chetesque was distracted momentarily off screen, but suddenly picked up on the reference to the AWA. “What ? How did that happen ? They’re not supposed to even know of this planet, let alone be nosing around in our business, and just what kind of shitstorm have you set off down there ? I’m getting reports of large-scale disturbance in the vicinity of their nests,” he accused Grady.

“Sorry about that, Chetesque,” Grady decided to drop the title as he was losing respect for the man by the second. “It appears they didn’t take kindly to my discovering their children. I suspect they will try and hide them and deter any further access. I suggest you keep your people at a distance and let the people from the AWA sort it out. They’re good at that sort of thing.”

“You’re kidding me ! I need you to get in there and sort this out. That’s what we pay you hunters for, isn’t it ?”

“Actually, no ! If you look at the contract between me and Fezon, it is to evaluate the mutants and recommend a course of action. I’m doing just that. If you let the AWA take care of it they will do a half-decent job. If you let your ham-fisted thugs in there you will end up getting penalised by the AWA and the Alliance. You can’t afford that, especially as this report is also going to be sent to them, as agreed with Nyleene Bram at the outset,” Grady replied. He was ready to cut off this man’s balls if he had to. He’d had enough and he knew without some threat from him they would go in with an incineration team and wipe out any evidence of the mutants.

“You forget who you’re talking to AND working for, Grady. I suggest you get yourself back down here and meet with my team and work out the best way of making this unhappen. The AWA doesn’t frighten me. Frankly, their days are numbered,” the CEO warned, but Grady was distracted looking at his sensors. A fleet warship had just come in-system and was to all intents and purposes heading straight for them.

“Now why is the CORE turning up here right at this moment,” he muttered unheard by Chetesque. 

“Sorry, no can do, Chetesque. I expect the balance payment in Standard chips before the end of the day. Citrix out.”

Grady killed the connection to the surface and set about programming the Citrix for a fast getaway. The Core navy arriving at this precise moment was questionable in terms of timing. Had Chetesque been stalling him until they arrived ?

“Ario, plot course to Simos Station, let’s make that an ‘escape and evade’ course please ? We need to be gone from here like yesterday.” 

When the engines engaged and powered them away from the planet Uscilla, Grady was already pensively concentrating on collating their research into a spurt message for sending to the AWA. They needed to intervene here quickly, if they wanted to save these people. Yet another mutant colony faced with extinction by corporations.

He briefly thought of the assistant who would obviously be in trouble over their agreement. “Sorry, Bram, but you need to get a different employer, if you ever get off the surface of Uscilla.” He regretted her involvement now, but was grateful that he’d had the opportunity to intervene. Another mutant hunter would have carried out an extermination programme and would have been highly paid for it, but Grady wasn’t that sort of mutant hunter.


Chapter Three

Planet Exodus

For a banned cult the trappings of the twelve men and women who comprised the Elders were orthodox. They wore suits and skirts in a dress style universally matched to current times, in colours as plain and dour as the members of the clandestine committee were themselves. 

Essentially, they were people who needed anonymity. They were wanted by the Corporation and the Empire authorities for murder, sedition, acts of treason, terrorism and espionage. There were a long list of crimes purported to have been committed by the order of this select group. All of them were true, but as always it was a matter of perspective.

They met regularly on a hidden monitoring station above their secret world, Exodus, and while the pilots themselves had limited access to the coordinates of the enclaves meeting place, it was unknown to all others. It had to be, for these twelve were the heart and soul of the Dispersalista. 

Whilst they could be replaced, they would most certainly be missed for their knowledge and experience in the short term. In addition, they had been beneficiaries of advanced medical technology and were consequently hundreds of years old. They were known within the movement as ‘The Quorum’.

Elder Vargo, was a tall gentle-looking man, his steely strength was in his commitment to their movement and its long-term goals, as opposed to his ability to carry out breathtaking dangerous missions, or propaganda exercises that created mayhem for the Empire’s citizens. Not an incapable warrior, he was nonetheless responsible for the low profile of their movement and the success of their off-shoot, the DIA. He was a lot harder than he looked and not prone to impetuosity. At over four-hundred years old, such traits were long behind him.

Nevertheless, he was in a sombre mood as he looked at his colleagues against a backdrop of the view of their world. Its cloud formations swirling beneath them, the blueness of the atmosphere and the stark brown and greens of the landmass were evidence of the successful terraforming. They would soon begin colonising it in earnest. 

Today, he needed to bring the movement into the current times. He had hoped it would be easy, but realised it would not after Elder Simas had indicated by private message earlier that he intended to oppose him, whatever he claimed. 

He sighed and opened the meeting, resigned to whatever occurred. 

“We bring this meeting to order. As always there is no agenda, only questions for the past, present and future,” Vargo blandly uttered the litany of their group.

“For the past, present and future,” they responded in reply.

He immediately continued, looking at them individually as he did so. They were for the most part receptive. They always were. They had accepted his leadership for over three hundred years and their own input was becoming jaded with time. How could they just sit there, he wondered not for the first time.

“We meet today because events are reaching a crucial point where we either break out into our destiny, or regress into yet another war which will place the worlds of the Empire back in regression. It is time, I believe, that we intervene in the Empire’s affairs and ensure that the next move they make is forward.” Vargo finished his opening and was about to continue when Simas leaped up to respond. He always did, his predictability was the one thing that held him back from being the leader of their group, a position he had yearned for as long as Vargo could remember. 

Recently, Simas had become increasingly outspoken and aggressive. They were all aware that he had a secret agenda and desperately needed control of the Quorum. The members knew if he got what he wanted the movement would change beyond recognition. They weren’t prepared to let that happen, but instead of casting him out, they enjoyed the rivalry created between Simas and Vargo, believing it to be a safe outlet for the elders to let off steam and help to keep them keen. It also allowed them to sit back and watch, often taking one side or the other to see where it would lead. They would never have the courage to remove him from their midst. Better the devil you know, they would say, trusting that Vargo was strong enough to defend his position and keep the problem child contained. 

They didn't know what Vargo knew about Simas and it had to stay that way despite his simmering anger that the man could sit there year after year maintaining the pretence of loyalty to the Dispersalistas cause, when in reality he was self-serving and highly ambitious on a personal level. Without the necessary proof, all Vargo could do was hold his fury in check and hope the day would eventually come when the proof would be available.

In the meantime, the mood of the Quorum was changing, but he also knew that today wouldn’t be any different to any other. He sighed to himself again as Simas began his attack.

“Elder Vargo, as usual your grip on events is nowhere near the nebula of such things,” he smirked in his superior way.

“It’s time you stopped believing that your intelligence service is better than mine. The corporations are in an aggressive mood because they have made inroads into their ‘project Istria’ and the new inter stellar engines are newly installed on their latest Core battleships. Naturally, they feel they have superiority over the Empire’s slower ships, but the current speed of expansion isn’t going to increase the imbalance in the short term. We have time enough to place additional resources out there to ensure our superiority, whichever side moves first,” said the man opposite him, who along with Vargo had seen the inception of the movement in the heady early days of the Empire.

Vargo wasn’t perturbed. Simas did indeed have his own intelligence network and not for the first time had they clashed over the rumour mill that was their bread and butter. Even so, Vargo knew he had better intelligence than Simas simply because his people were prepared to go to greater lengths to validate their information. It had proven completely reliable over a long period of time a fact that his old enemy continually chose to ignore.

“Simas, my old friend. What would I do without your infamous hostility to my every suggestion. In the centuries we have sparred you have never once given me cause to doubt my intelligence sources, yet you persist even to this day in belittling the efforts of my people who, in many cases are killed in the delivery of the intelligence they provide. Were it not for them, our movement would have been eradicated by the zealous endeavours of the hunters of our people.

“However, as usual I’m in your debt for keeping me sharp and alert, but now is the time for more serious discussion. We are approaching the nexus of all things and a catalyst that will launch us into prominence can now only be a small distance away. Do you fear this, or are we able to proceed with our long-term goals ?” Vargo responded neutrally, but the hint of hardness in his eyes warned those who knew him well to be wary. 

Vargo wasn’t their leader without good reason. He was sharp as an Exodorian night-hunter and as fast as razor-ferret. He had single-handedly fought the corporation assassins on the night before their exodus to their secret planet. The corporations had sent two-hundred assassins to remove the quorum’s members, but unbeknown to their enemies, the elders had already moved to their awaiting ships before the attack on their homes and bases. Strangely, only Vargo and his sons were still on-hand to deal with the small group of mercenaries that invaded his fortress villa on Terristorius. While his sons were handling an attack at the front of the villa, ten assassins had been airlifted in over the walls and had dropped into Vargo’s personal garden.

The attack was repelled and when his sons had returned, Vargo was standing bleeding from many wounds, with his head bowed and a bloodied ceremonial swafa, a long sword with barbed edges in one hand and a burned left arm from over-exerting his electric defences. The assassins, all of them, were dead, and scorched or decapitated. 

He’d spent two days slumped in the presence of the ship’s generators before his strength had returned. The depletion of electricity from his system had left his usual dark skin almost transparent. Even now, when he was angered, the smell of burning flesh was the first thing that people noticed and it was always taken as a warning. Without ever needing to kill again, Vargo had established a reputation that nobody would ever test, not even Simas who dearly wanted to be in control, but had to play second fiddle to the great warrior.

Elder Shallon rose from her seat. “Will you two stop sparring ? You would think that after all this time your boyhood charm would have worked itself out of your systems.” She seated herself and looked around at the others. 

None of them would come between these two fiery leaders, but all of them had at one time or another been on the receiving end of old Simas and some even hinted at a calling out by Vargo to settle the bad feeling once and for all. It wouldn’t happen though, as much as these two men fought against each other constantly, it did provoke vigilance within the elder quorum and some even believed it was a façade to keep the adrenalin going and maintain a productive group. None would ever believe it was due to anything other than rivalry, but they would be wrong. 

Vargo secretly harboured doubts about Simas, who was the only one who knew Vargo would be at the villa through the period of the resettlement. He and his eldest son, Dalt, alone knew that at the time of the attempt on his life, Simas was entertaining three corporation heads and promising a change in policy shortly that would give them a clear run at the Empire. 

Both of them knew the extent of Simas’ duplicity and the time would come when they would settle the score, but that wasn’t today and Vargo sighed and smiled at Shallon. The woman always stepped between them, unafraid of either and prepared to take them both on if need be. He loved her like a sister, but would never let her know it because that would place her in danger. 

Vargo leaned back and placed his hands outstretched on the table. He wanted to appear reasonable and the first step was to give an outward impression of being confident and relaxed. Inside he was seething and trying to hold onto his electrical charge’s desire to seep. In another time or place he would blast Simos, but his ability to maintain his outward neutral appearance meant he would hold it until the moment came when he didn’t need to any more.

Simas smiled inwardly, he knew he’d scored a blow. He could see the tells on Vargo’s cheek, teeth grinding. He had intended to do more, but he absolutely had to appear just edgy, if the quorum thought for a second he was trying to undermine their authority they would have him removed and spaced in a matter of seconds. Not one of the twelve had risen to their position by being liberal and weak-minded. They had all fought hard to get here and fought even harder to belong. He would lose in a moment if he didn’t handle things just right. He gathered himself, but instead of attacking he used the focus to dampen his ardour for power.

“Vargo, I understand your desire to move forward. I’m just saying that in my view there is time to put long-term plans into place before we make our move. We already know the Empire is keen to avoid a confrontation. They have no stomach for war. We just need to be certain the corporations are in no position to fight back. My sources tell me there is much going on in their ranks at the present and they are spoiling for a confrontation with the Alliance of Worlds. We can’t afford to be dragged into that battle without being fully prepared.”

Elder Shallon leaned forward to get a better view of Simas, “Are you saying the AWA is going to be attacked ? They are our allies. Why would you not want to support them in any military action ?”

Vargo interceded, “We know there is something going on and it has to do with what they have uncovered in the Archon sector. We are trying to get more information on that as we meet here today. I have forwarded a request for one of our undercover agents to be reassigned to Archon to investigate.” He eyed everyone at the table in an effort to sound reasonable. Something in what Simas had said sent alarm bells ringing and he needed to get to the bottom of that quickly.

Trent, the quiet elder who rarely spoke up, but had a good thinking head on him decided to speak. It was normal for each to say their piece uninterrupted and Trent just coughed politely until he had the floor. “I believe that both Vargo and Simas are close to the matter. Evidently there is something happening and if the Core are preparing for a confrontation with our allies we should know exactly why. We need to send out a bulletin to all sleepers and get some valid data on the situation. At the very least we must warn the directors at AW Command of a potential problem.” He leaned back.

Simas jumped in a little too quickly. “I can get word to the directors of AW Command at close of this meeting,” he responded trying to sound casual, but failing, probably forgetting that they had centuries of working together so knew each other’s mannerisms.

Vargo’s eyebrow raised at this snippet, and Shallon wasn’t slow to notice it either, but said nothing. She would work out what was going on, but not here, not under the eyes of the others. Shallon was a digger and she had plenty of tools to help her. Something wasn’t right about this meeting. There were undercurrents that weren’t normally so near the surface. She wondered why. If Simas knew the threat was there why hadn’t he warned them beforehand. She glanced across at him and was surprised to see him looking at her. Inwardly she paled, it didn’t pay to be in his focus when there were unknowns floating around. She would have to be extra vigilant.

Vargo decided that he needed to quietly press ahead with his own agenda before it was overtaken by other events. He moved the meeting onto the other elders all of whom had reports to add to the current state of play in the Empire. He noted the mood of the others as subdued. All had picked up on Simas and Vargo’s exchange and were troubled. Vargo caught the eye of Frenton, an ally in most instances. The raised eyebrows and cool look told Vargo there was concern there too.

They might have been working together for centuries, but being human, were always subject to different agendas and had views that altered over the years. Most had no desire to see anything change and that included within the movement. The Dispersalistas were a very rich organisation, they had their own planets, properties and ranches, mineral rights and industries that fed both the corporations and the Empire. If nothing happened they would continue to live a very comfortable existence. Some like Simas felt that they should expand their operations, but a few still held to the old ways and with longevity being what it is, they weren’t inclined to change without good cause. They were allies of Vargo, but were also subject to their own pressures and weaknesses. He would have to watch his step over the next few months. 

He felt the change in the air and shivered as he left the security of the corridor and made his way to his shuttle. Change was in the air, but seeing as the air in here was sterile and manufactured by machines in the depth of the station Vargo realised deep down that what he was feeling was more of a premonition.

Private Shuttle, Exodus Station

As he entered his private shuttle Frey, his secretary was waiting inside and pulled him into the secure area so that he could speak with him without fear of being overheard.

“Sir, there is a problem in the Archon sector, we believe there might be an attempt to obliterate a possible ‘mutant event’ by the corporations.”

“Which corporation owns that sector ?”

“ENCIO, sir.”

“Grell ! That’s the worst of the lot,” Vargo growled angrily.

“Pilot, take us home,” he called through the shuttle corridor. He was impatient to get away from here where Simas’ proximity aggravated his desire for vengeance. He felt the pressure as the outer airlock closed and the atmosphere replaced with ship air.

“Who do we have available that we can we send in ?” he asked his secretary while holding onto the railing as the shuttle accelerated smoothly away from the station.

“They’re going to be expecting us to try, sir. If we send someone it should be one of the undercover agents,” Frey informed him quietly.

“So, who do we have ?” Vargo asked impatiently.

“I believe there is only one capable and within actionable distance of Archon,” he dissembled, then seeing Vargo’s look of anger building quickly he added, “Philus Grady, sir he’s the only one we can use right now, but we’d have to pipe it through his superiors at the AWA. If we go direct we’d have to prove we didn’t set the whole thing up, whereas the AWA could investigate under the auspices of a mutant colony discovery,” the secretary finished.

Vargo thought about that for a moment. Grady was one of their best. He’d seen plenty of action in the last few years. He would be the ideal agent, thoroughly experienced and the advanced training had put him ahead of many of the others. He silently agreed that his secretary’s choice was a good one. He still looked nervous though, and Vargo caught it wondering what was still bothering him.

“What’s the matter ?” he growled more upset at his secretary than he intended to be.

“We’ve also been advised that the Corporation might be making a move on the AWA. We believe they are trying to ensure no investigation of Archon will occur. It might just be a diversion, but one of our agents in Core says that a battle fleet is being sent to Fording Station in a pre-emptive move,” the secretary took a breath. “There’s more, sir,” he added quickly.

“Go on, Frey. Spit it out, man,” Vargo said, already concerned at the bombshells dropped so far and needing the rest of the news so he could decide on what needed doing.

“Sir, it may be nothing, but when I did a search on Grady’s current whereabouts on the database, other communications were highlighted. It seems that he’s coming off a mission and has been diverted to Simos Station by the AWA. There’s no representation there as far as we know so we’re wondering why there. There’s also another inter-ship conversation we intercepted where Grady’s name came up along with his current destination,” Frey breathed out as he delivered the final bit of news.

“Hmmh ! Good work, Frey, pass my congratulations back to the team,” He patted his secretary on the back as they moved to the seating area where they could strap in for planetary landfall.

“Why were the ships discussing Grady ?” he wondered out loud.

“I think they were hunters, sir. They might have been friends of Grady, but I didn’t get that impression from the little we intercepted. More likely they were planning something else,” his secretary added as if an afterthought.

Vargo was impressed with his secretary, “Frey, you could be right, and I don’t like the sound of any of it. What are the chances of all this being connected.”

“I would say most definitely, sir,” Frey nodded after a short pause.

Vargo nodded approvingly as he clicked on his encrypted communications link and began to send out instructions to his teams.


Chapter Four

Fording Station, Gamma Quadrant

The asset negotiated the building’s outer ledge where the modular construction of the apartment floor was welded to the ceiling of the level beneath. He turned slightly and looked down from a height of over four hundred and fifty feet, noting his heartbeat rise slightly as he imagined falling off and flying through the air to create a smudge on the pavement below. It should have been nerve-wracking, but it wasn’t exactly a dangerous activity with the slightly lower gravity, the lack of wind as well as the magnetic boot attachments. Plus, here on the outskirts of the station’s perimeter there was little in the way of air-car traffic to distract him.

There were no other buildings of the same height as the executive penthouse he was traversing so it was easy to reach his entry point without being seen. If he was discovered the security would laser him to a cooked state from a distance, so there was no margin for error, and the guards were ordered to adhere to a strict STK policy. So ‘Shoot To Kill’ was what they did. However, he had it on very good authority that the planners of this little mission had ensured that no traffic or patrols would be by here in the next ten minutes. He wouldn’t need that long to gain entry.

He leaned his head back to look at the sky-shield oblivious to the risk of missing his footing. The shield that retained the station’s atmosphere was especially adapted to provide the impression of night and day, but without sunshine. He had never actually seen sunshine so didn’t miss its absence. He did observe the presence of maintenance crawlers, tiny specks in the distant sky, that spent their short mechanical lives polishing and repairing the shields. He also noted the larger hovering automated systems carrying transparent panes of material that would converge on any large holes created by space debris. Designed to provide instant plugs that would eventually be invisibly repaired, the system worked. In his eight hundred and thirty five days here there had been hundreds of strikes, but never a serious loss of atmospheric pressure. There were laser systems orbiting the station to vaporise most inbound threats, but their effectiveness was not 100%, hence the bots. 

He looked back down at the ledge he was standing on. He’d been mentally idling, so checked the time. He was a few minutes early, but that was accounted for and shouldn’t affect the plan at all. They’d allowed for the target’s movements down to the second, and he was a creature of habit. He knew the truth of that because he was cut from identical cloth.

A few more minutes of shuffling brought him to a tall window frame set into the wall, its recess gave him more room to manoeuvre. Bending his knees while keeping his back to the wall, he hunkered down and his fingers found and tested the latch. Finding it open, as planned, he pulled outward gently.

The frame moved silently up on its smooth hinge providing him with sufficient space to enter the building through the gap. Slipping quietly within, he pulled the window closed behind him, then removed the magnetic over-shoes which were no longer required, pushing them discreetly behind a furniture item that had been conveniently placed close to the window.

A ticking noise sounded. He’d been expecting it, the AI was giving a coded alarm to the inhabitant advising there was a possible intrusion. Under different circumstances the AI would take more positive action, but as anticipated it was confused by his presence.

The asset spoke in a low voice ; strong enough for the AI to hear, but low enough not to carry beyond the room.

“Set aside protocol ‘internal-sec-four’ : substitute ‘open-sec-two’ for ninety seconds : authorisation code neg-four-four-three-nine,” he ordered. The ticking noise ceased as the AI silently complied. It would now ignore his presence and everything that occurred within the apartment for the next ninety seconds. Thereafter, it would reset and accept the new status quo.

Removing the small pack that fitted flush to his back, he peeled it open and pulled out a thin-beamed laser. The silver-coated exo-plasmic weapon would be transparent to security systems. It was a ‘fit in the hand’ weapon designed for close-up work, but this one had been modified to use a special electronic signal interrupt which fired the laser at irregular intervals of up to a tenth of a second. This ensured that the AI sensors placed throughout the apartment would be unable to recognise it as a weapon signature when discharged. 

He reminded himself of the internal layout through the apartment. Then, when his breathing slowed and his eyesight had adjusted to the dimmer interior of the apartment, he made his way through the back study where he had entered and down the short corridor to the bathroom. He knew exactly where his routine-conscious target would be – in the shower. Highly unusual for space, this particular apartment had the luxury of real running water, not ultrasound or vapour-wave, but Real. Hot. Water.

Pushing open the swing door he stepped quietly into the room facing a cubicle at the end twelve feet from the door. His target’s presence was confirmed by the steam rising and the moving shadow behind the modesty screen. He waited patiently. It had to be a perfect shot and it would be possible for the target to see his shadow through the screen and react if he moved closer. He needed the screen open and a clear line of sight.

As the silent pumps began sucking the last of the water and vapour away, a hot air blower kicked in drying the wet body and hair. Sixty seconds later the screen swung aside to reveal a naked and well-built middle-aged male with a shock of brown hair still fluffed up from the driers, preparing to step out onto the dry floor.

The shock of seeing someone in his bathroom aiming a gun at him kept him immobile long enough for the asset to ascertain this was his target. ‘No mess’ was the stipulation, so laser was preferred with the smallest wound possible. The target smiled uncertainly as though recognising something ironic, but it was already too late as a tiny hole appeared in the middle of his forehead.

The asset released the trigger quickly, not wanting the laser to penetrate through to the other side of the target’s head. It was over in less than a second. As the target slumped to the floor of the shower, the asset walked closer to ascertain the man was indeed deceased. There was to be no room for doubt ; absolute certainty was paramount. 

He felt peculiar looking down at himself. He had identical features to the dead man, even down to the sickle birthmark on his inner arm, a throwback to old days before gene manipulation resolved all damaged DNA. Satisfied, he closed the shower screen hiding the body double’s corpse within, and stepping out of the bathroom, made his way to the bedroom closet.

The security of the apartment would have monitored the life signs of the target, but then also recognised identical life signs in the asset. It would then assume an error in it’s programming and ignore both. When it only picked up a single life sign coming out of the bathroom it would accept that its sensors were working again and continued passive monitoring. The fact the AI had been compromised for just such an eventuality would probably never be discovered.

Selecting clothing from the wardrobe, the asset assembled all of the necessary garments which were tailor-made and so would fit him perfectly, then re-dressed himself in the victim's clothes. Filling his pockets with the deceased’s ID and TXCards, he knew he wouldn’t be needing to make any transactions, but they would send alarms to the security forces if left behind, and out of reach of the owners bio-signature. He didn’t need that kind of attention this morning. His work was only half complete. He checked his appearance and was satisfied when the man in the shower looked back at him.

He made his way down the corridor to the kitchen area and taking out the silver laser, placed it into the atomiser that dealt with all waste and watched as it disappeared down the chute. It would explode when it was disintegrated, but the system was designed to manage such events and it would log only the merest data of the gun’s destruction. Nothing would be traced back to him.

The last thing he did before leaving the apartment was to press his hand against the security plate. When it checked green, he spoke to the microphone above it, identifying himself verbally. “Director Preston. Maintain full lock down, No access.” 

“Confirmed lock down,” the security AI accepted the combination of bio readings, print and voice, confirming him as the bona fide resident of the penthouse apartment. It released the security lock on the outer door, allowing him to exit. Had it not accepted him, the system would have gone into lock down and security services would be summoned, such was the security of the apartment. 

Take AW Command

The air-car, which represented an expensive luxury befitting the status of his victim, was waiting when he arrived at the strip outside the elevator. Having identified him visually as Director Preston then further confirmed by bio-hand-scan on the door handle, the air-car allowed him to enter the passenger area. It then took off and whisked him across the space station towards the space port complex.

He needed to update his sponsor and activated an ear-bud transmitter. 

“Phase one completed,” he gruffly reported.

“Proceed with phase two,” came the immediate response. The receiver went dead as the sponsor’s end shut off.

Now, he had nothing to do for ten minutes which wasn’t good. His nerves, which had been holding up well now began to wear him down. There was a lot resting on the next thirty minutes and if he failed in his mission he would be dead. He reassured himself that all was perfectly in order and success of his mission was going to be simply down to timing, something he could easily handle.

Glancing outside he absently noted the increased traffic flow as he progressed toward the space-port. It was on the edge of the station, separated by a high wall to ensure the incoming ships didn’t bypass internal security or allow their crew free run of the city. The terminal where passengers disembarked came up on his left where a passenger liner was in the process of disgorging large numbers of visitors. They would be here for a few days, then on again to their next port of call. He wondered what it would be like to board a liner and travel to other worlds. Perhaps when this mission was over he would get the chance.

The strobe light of the distant airlock system flashed. It seemed too small to allow entry to the enormous resting liner, but it was all down to perspective. The lock was a mile from the terminal where dozens of ships hung between the two points, suspended in the zero gravity zone while ‘for hire’ fenders offloaded and loaded their cargo. It was a slower process than landing or docking, but much cheaper than paying the exorbitant fees of the port. Space being at a premium and the ships being very bulky it made sense to keep them at a distance. There were strict rules of safety that meant many of the poorly maintained vessels out there weren’t permitted to approach any closer to a habitation zone.

The air-car began to descend and turn towards a sectioned-off area that was their destination. The fake Preston prepared himself to give the performance of his life - literally.

The car deposited him outside a heavily fortified security tunnel The logo and motif above the darkened pit stated its claim as, ‘Alliance of Worlds’ with a two-world handshake signifying the partnership of the Core and Febrillo Alliance. The AW provided mutually beneficial services to both sides helping to keep the peace through its neutral conduct in policing clone worlds. Preston was one of the Directors of AW and the asset knew that entering the enemy’s den would be the ultimate test and also lead directly to his next target. 

He walked calmly up to the duty officers, both of them in battledress and wielding heavy duty laser carbines. He nodded towards them as Preston did every morning, according to his months of monitoring. Then, accessing the tunnel using his bio-signature and the purloined ID card, he entered the complex. He sensed eyes on him, but dared not look in case it gave him away. He had memorised every inch of the place and knew exactly where to go, but it still filled him with apprehension. The sweat which he had conditioned himself not to suffer, started to run down the back of his neck to spite him. He inwardly cursed, would the sensors note that ?

Getting himself under control he continued to walk through with feigned confidence, avoiding eye contact with others, but not so blatantly obvious as to  draw attention to himself. He made his way through each security checkpoint to the main corridor leading to the main elevator. To everyone he met, including security, he was who he was supposed to be, Director Preston. Unfortunately, the systems here, like anywhere in the Empire were not infallible.

He came to a door with a red warning line around the edge and checking carefully that nobody was paying him any attention, he went through it quickly and found himself in a smaller darkened corridor with only one exit at its end. Walking quickly to it, he pressed his thumb on its lock plate, heard the switches click open as the locks disengaged and a light turned green. Without opening the door or checking further he turned about and returned to the main doorway to the corridor.

“Phase two complete,” he quietly uttered into the transmitter.

“Continue.” 

Now, looking out through a tiny gap in the door, he could see two maintenance workers making their way towards him. He waited while the volume of their talking increased then reduced to a murmur as they passed the doorway. He then slipped out and followed them at a slower pace so that he wouldn’t seem to have suddenly appeared in their peripheral view.

He had no immediate concerns over discovery, as the director wandering around  AW Command’s main thoroughfare was a normal event. At the lift his fingerprint activated the elevator and the door closed. Travelling alone, he stepped out at the uppermost level where only the most senior personnel had access. Others would have been halted in the elevator at ground level and security would have been alerted.

He moved swiftly through the corridor, as though late for an appointment which, in fact he was close to being, ‘timing’ he thought ‘is everything’. 

He opened the door to his office to see his second target was waiting for him. Perfect !

Giving a quick glance back to check the corridor was clear, he looked briefly at the surveillance camera focused on this section of the floor. Its flicking red light confirmed it was active. Excellent ! 

Entering the room, the asset closed the door behind him without taking his eyes off the occupant. A well-groomed middle-aged executive who shared this floor with Preston and the other directors was poring over a data tablet. Relaxed and preoccupied with something he was reading, he paid scant attention to the asset’s arrival. 

The fake Preston dissembled to cover his lateness, not that it mattered, but would keep suspicion from him.

“I’m sorry I'm late,Vangher. The shower had a blockage and I had to call maintenance out.”

“Oh, that’s all right Preston. Let’s get on with the finalisation of the quarterly report shall we ?” Vangher suggested somewhat impatiently. He watched while the asset sat down at Preston’s desk and fumbled at the bio-catch on the top drawer, The asset knowing what had been placed there last night after everyone else had left, felt around until his hand grasped the handle of the weapon. Keeping it in the drawer while he glanced quickly at the clock on the wall, calculating the timing. It’s all in the timing, he thought again as the seconds ticked by.

He heard the beginnings of loud commotion outside the office - shots being fired. An alarm burst into a wavering cadence as phase three began. He’d let in the back-up team and they were now doing their work.

Vangher looked concerned and stood to go to open the door to check on what was going on. His mind had registered the gunfire, but not expecting it to be any form of attack on The AWC was dully thinking it was something harmless.

“Don’t do that, please !” the asset requested.

Vangher turned to him, opening his mouth as if to say something, but finding himself faced with a gun, changed his mind. Then, as if not quite realising his predicament, went on to scold the asset.

“What are you doing, Preston ? That’s a gun ! You know they’re not allowed on this level.”

“I’m afraid that’s no longer your concern, Vangher.” He raised the weapon shooting the surprised Vangher in the head. 

As the man dropped to the floor, the asset walked around the desk and shot him twice more in the back of the neck. A further three rounds in the vital organs. It was excessive by his standards, but he had been ordered to make sure the target was not biologically retrievable. He turned back to the desk wiping the gun down, ready to return it to the drawer when he heard the office door suddenly open again, startling him. He turned to see who it was.

A face looked in, and seeing Vangher on the floor dead, smiled. He entered just as the asset dropped the gun back in the drawer and closed it. The asset who was Preston didn’t take his eyes off the new arrival who he was definitely not expecting. Had he been thinking he would have held onto the weapon and pointed it at the newcomer.  Instead, his mouth dropped open in surprise as the familiar man smiled at him, confidently walking up to the desk where he was half in the process of half sitting down and half attempting to stand. 

“You did well ; I’m very pleased with you.” The man put out a hand, grabbing the asset’s to shake it. The asset was confused which gave the unexpected visitor a momentary advantage. The stranger held onto his hand for a second longer than necessary while his other came out from behind his back holding an armed blaster. Bringing it directly up to the asset’s face, he shot him at point-blank range right between the eyes.

The asset’s remaining features showed complete surprise as he died, his grip on the other man’s hand loosening as he slid from the chair to the floor. The odour of scorched flesh was quickly sucked out by the air-scrubbers. There was little blood, the wound cauterising instantly from the blaster’s heat. 

The man chuckled as he looked at the now dead asset, then quietly looked around, checking everything was in order before striding to a part of the wall section set behind the door frame. He carefully removed a small section of partition, turned a lever that was hidden within, then replaced the section. He walked past the two dead bodies and through a hidden door that had now opened behind the desk. When it closed, the joints were so well concealed that all traces of the entrance had vanished leaving two corpses and an unexplained set of circumstances behind it.


Chapter Five

Simos Station

The tall gaunt-looking traveller towered several inches over everyone’s heads as he studied the mass of humanity heaving around him. His dark, simple attire was not current fashion, but the station’s many visitors from planets far and wide across the galaxy did not all share the same tailor, so his strangeness wasn’t considered out of place. His stillness though, was at odds with the tidal shift of people flowing through the market square ; probably because they were all going somewhere while he remained undisturbed at its edge, watching them.

He glared, his face a mask of dark hostility ; a subconscious gesture practised to discourage keen observation. Passers-by with wandering eyes briefly glanced at his features, nervously skirting his personal space in a conscious effort to maintain a healthy distance between him and themselves. Dalt wasn’t concerned. He’d long become inured to the skittishness of others. 

Scanning the area, he squinted to better focus on the small things. He checked the positions of the three parties on the other side of the square, they hadn’t moved. He continued scanning, his hooded eyes taking in two other groups surreptitiously quartering the crowds, hunting for one face amongst them. He labelled them as bounty hunters. They were prevalent on every station in the Rift. They had no legal rights here, laws made in the Empire had no bearing here, but it didn’t stop hunting, finding, kidnapping or eliminating a target. ‘Dead or Alive’ was a status nobody wanted stamped on their own poster, but for the hunters it was much easier to transport a corpse that didn’t need air or food. A corpse had no rights and drew no sympathy from other outlaws. Alive they might find a friend, an armed fighter who would aid them ; dead they were a lost cause needing nothing more than a passing glance.

Bounty hunters out here in the Rift were highly dangerous because of the unpredictability and lawlessness of the region. You never knew if they were going to fire into a crowd which would put everyone at risk. They were either mad, crazy or cold calculating types. No normal person would take the job as success wasn’t guaranteed whichever group you belonged to and Dalt knew all about the odds, as well as the players. His job was the hardest, he had to sometimes stand between the hunter and the hunted. Today was going to be one of those days.

Dalt was a clone, a banned mutation. He had been spliced with the DNA of an emergent species of electricity-wielding mammals, and while genetic enhancements gave him a slight speed advantage, his abilities were ideally suited to his career and his disguise was good enough to hide in plain sight. 

Not knowing he was mutant, people nonetheless gave him a wide berth, not only because he looked dangerous, but he gave off pheromones that warned people on an unconscious level to avoid him at all costs. It was a side effect of the enhancements, which also gave him longevity and a suppleness that kept him young and strong. Dalt was nearly four hundred years old, but looked no older than mid-forties.

He was a biological weapon. A slim band of discoloured non-human flesh ran down the inner side of both arms. the bands held an electric charge that exited through the palm of his hands. It could kill, but was mostly used to stun victims and render them harmless. As a ‘stunner’ he could reproduce that action many times from the reserves in his body. The more he used it, the more he aged, but time or bathing in the vicinity of static-electricity output would restore him back to full health in a few hours. Dalt was a stable mutant, a rarity, as were his brothers and sisters. As such they were capable of breeding, but their longevity caused them problems with the gestation period, forcing them to resort to cloning and splicing of both partners DNA to forge a child. It then took many years for the offspring to reach an age where their physical training could begin. Their mental learning began as soon as they could register their environment. Dalt had forty such children, two of them were current members of his team.

Dalt had been many things since his release into the world. He was mainly a ‘Watcher’ he maintained a vigilance that spanned decades and his current mission was another clone. One that had been inserted as a sleeper in the Core navy, then later moved into the Alliance of Worlds as an agent. He was perfectly positioned to discover what the Dispersalistas needed to know - were there other human colonies out there ?

His responsibility was to keep an eye on the corporations and the Dispersalista’s enemies. He and his team of Protectors had only this one assignment and they had been at it for a very long time. It was his team that had been forced to rescue the agent when caught by a Core officer. The rescue had been severely limited by the need to retain the agent’s cover - people were watching events out there and fighting against the DIA, the Dispersalistas Intelligence Agency, of which Dalt was a founding member.

Everyone had heard of the DIA, but nobody ever knew if they had ever met, or come across one of their agents. Portrayed as the ultimate bogeyman, the DIA infiltrated every corner of the Empire, with but a single objective - to discover their brothers in other colonies.

Dalt now waited patiently, hovering away from the flow of humanity that headed into the trading centre to sell or buy a cargo, or out to their ships in preparation to load or unload, before moving on to the next destination within the region. 

There were over forty such stations within the Rift that were home to billions of people who either ran from, or refused to be part of the empire that controlled the galaxy. As a result, it had become an untamed sanctuary which, for some, represented a safe place or a destination of opportunity. For a few it was a destination of last resort, for many it was just home.

Dalt inclined his head to one side as if listening to something, the tiny insert in his ear the only clue that information was being received. He turned towards the entrance from the docking area, seeing his quarry striding purposefully through. Confident and well built, his grey eyes and strong stubbled jawline were framed by straw coloured hair that was once a military crew-cut but was now long and straggly. He wore no uniform. They would be suspicious of anyone here in formal gear, but the tall man knew this person was not a normal trader. He knew exactly who he was. Philus Grady, Mutant Hunter.

Dalt’s eyes switched to the unknown groups to check if they had seen Grady yet - they had. Frantic signalling followed between them and they spread out whilst at the same time moving in on their quarry who was currently making straight for the trading centre. Dalt knew where he was going, as were the others who were intent on ensuring Grady never arrived. He pushed into the crowds himself, not making directly for Grady, but instead towards the members of the group to his left.

He reached the first man, a swarthy type who was using his weight and size to push through the crowd. Extending his hand outward to reach the man’s shoulder, a gleam shone briefly as it touched. Then, he was walking on past the collapsing body, leaving the crowd to make of it what they would. Taking into account the proximity of the second, he angled his approach to come from behind. Again, a brief gleam, then this man was dropping like his companion. There was just one more from this side. The man had seen him, or had lost sight of his colleagues, possibly both. He moved faster towards the target, but so did Dalt. He caught the grey eyes of the approaching Grady and flicked his glance behind him. Message received, the man altered course and looked back to assess the threat. Seeing the two groups, he glanced back at the tall man and nodded.

The last man of the first group was a few metres from Dalt when he pulled a blaster from inside his tunic and raised it to aim at the mutant hunter. Until then Dalt had been unsure of their actual intentions, but now seeing it was assassination, he moved swiftly, the gleam from his hand now more pronounced as a crack of lightning leapt the short distance catching the man on the arm, forcing him to drop the weapon.

The assailant turned briefly towards Dalt, now holding his injured arm, then continued towards Grady apparently prepared to continue his mission. As the man pressed forward the last few metres to reach his target, Grady was already turning his back to deal with the threat coming from behind. The assassin had not reckoned on the speed of Dalt, thrusting people away from him who arrived at precisely the same moment. The gleam from his hand arced across to the assailant’s shoulder and the man dropped unconscious to the ground, like the others.

Dalt pulled alongside the target, looking at him closely. His memory served him well, the man hadn’t changed in the last four years.

“You have powerful enemies, Philly” he said using Grady’s nickname from his days of early training.

“I take but a single breath, and there are those who would try to steal it,” Grady smiled winningly.

Dalt pushed Grady away again with the instruction, “Leave these to me - you must escape. There are developments that require your immediate attention - leave now !”

Grady did a double-take, but seeing a glimpse of the curling silver tattoo gleaming under the man’s hand, realised that he was right. He nodded, then fell back and moved aside as he saw others like the tall man moving in on the groups. 

When he was far enough away, he turned and ran for his ship.

Space port, Simos Station

Grady admittedly didn’t fully understand what was occurring but was sensible enough to realise that he had somehow been targeted and it wasn’t a spontaneous attack. The timely presence of Dalt, his shadow, ensured that. Perhaps his cover had been blown and this was an attempt to exact revenge. There were definitely people who might look to make him pay for his betrayal. 

Deep undercover as a mutant hunter, Grady had successfully thwarted many corporation attempts to eradicate problem clone-worlds. In doing so, there had been quite a few casualties amongst renegade mutant hunters. Enough that if they were tracked back to him and the Citrix, there would be all kinds of hell to pay.

As he ran his wrist-beeper went off calling him back to his ship. 

Looking ahead, he could see smoke and mobile response drones swarming over something at the space-port – his ship ? The port’s large drone-fans could be seen frantically funnelling the unbreathable smoke away in plumes towards the edge of the dock to then be sucked through the air scrubbers and purified. 

On a space station the only air that is available is that which the drones were now in the process of cleaning. They were the primary response mechanism in any port fire - fuel and ship fires were about the only thing that could close a station down. The habitats themselves were practically fireproof and a fire in the commercial sector equally unlikely. Ships came in from all over space in different conditions, some badly maintained, others shot up by pirates. Fires that wouldn’t rage in space would suddenly ‘catch’ on contact with the air from inside the station. It wasn’t common, but happened often enough to keep everyone on their guard ; fire was the biggest hazard next to explosion.

This was a big one by recent standards - the bill for those four drones was going to be expensive. Someone was going to have to pay, he sure hoped it wasn’t him. 

Reaching the arrivals area he could see a crowd building. Spectators who should know better, for if the area got closed down, a vacuum might be the only solution for a fire raging out of control. The station had a responsibility to itself, and if people were stupid enough to put themselves in danger they had no compunction over venting them into space to save the space-port.

Jumping a barrier, Grady ran closer to the mooring area thinking he could see the origin of the problem. This was bad news, he decided quickly - it was located near to where he’d docked. 

Grell ! Was it his ship ?

How could that be happening when all he’d done was dock, pay his dues and list his ship as available for charter. 

He’d got up this morning, closed off the valves, securing it against unwanted entry and walked off-deck for his breakfast. He’d only been gone thirty minutes and his life was being turned upside down, attacked in the Market square, and now this.

As the smoke cleared showing his ship still intact, he breathed a sigh of relief, but only partially. Whilst his ship was sitting there, seemingly untouched, the ships either side had been hammered as though they had been in some kind of war. The Citrix was sitting between them - unscathed. Odd ! His memory of docking was they had been mutant ships like his. So, they were already here when he docked. Would this place suspicion on him ?

He flicked his wrist, using his Wiband, wrist ID, to get him through the security cordon to approach the mayhem more closely. His ship had alerted him and the least he needed to do was get on-board and move it away from possible danger. He pushed his way past onlookers, and although seeing nothing suspicious, no warning bells, no gut feeling - he nonetheless had a premonition that somehow he was going to be involved in whatever, or whoever caused this. 

He saw one of the security detail look up from his tab and scan the faces, looking for something and quickly finding it - him. Grady realised the guard would have caught the Wiband connection and would be seeking its origin in case it was a new threat.

Oh, crap ! Now, the security team were looking at him as if to ask why ? Why indeed, he thought.

To say he was lucky was to court disaster, but there was no doubt that lately his luck had been working for him, every time. This was a major incident and he wondered how and perhaps why, his vessel had been missed. It had a few black scorch marks from what looked suspiciously like laser fire, but otherwise it was relatively unharmed. The same couldn’t be said for his neighbours. They wouldn’t be flying again in a hurry, if ever. Somebody had done a very efficient number on both of them.

The on-the-scene officer was also looking at him suspiciously as though he might have had something to do with the chaos that was unravelling on the dockside. Grady ignored him and hoped he could reach his ship before he was stopped. He didn’t want a showdown, not here, but then their eyes met.

Grady caught his questioning look, but hadn’t any idea, so shrugged innocently at the man, who noting his non-verbal response immediately turned away. He looked cross and worried, Grady thought. Yeah ! I would be too, that’s the third attack in the last month. There was no sign of any injured parties coming off the ships so they were either absent, or dead. He briefly thought of the men back in the market square. Had they been off these ships ?

There was no doubt someone, or some organisation was attacking hunter ships, but Grady had no idea why his had been spared. 

Checking his ship from bow to stern visually as he approached he decided its continued proximity to the other ships wasn’t recommended. He intended to move the Citrix immediately before the whole zone became off-limits. He proceeded to his gangplank and was about to mount it when he was rudely shoved back by a guard that had raced out of the shadow of the wreckage at the front of his ship.

The large intimidating hulk had his Nerve Pulse Baton (NPB) out as if to subdue Grady, but after shoving him back from his personal boarding corridor just glared at him. 

“Keep back, can’t you see this is a fucking crime scene, you mutant-jerk ?” he sneered obnoxiously. 

Not a lover of mutant hunters obviously, Grady thought. The guard looked as if he might take the issue further, waving the NPB in Grady’s direction as if daring him to try anything.

He wasn’t fazed, he could take the guard without breaking into a sweat. The Citrix was his property and as its owner, no security guard could keep him from it, especially if there was a possible risk to it, or the station. His proximity to a potential hazard front and rear dockside gave him the right to inspect and if necessary remove the ship to safety. Lorgia’s, the station’s owner would back him up, he knew. In the meantime, he needed to get past this low-life in a uniform and do it without being batoned.

“Actually...” Grady pointed to the wreckage either side, “...the crime scenes, ‘plural’, are there and there. This here is my ship, and it’s not a crime scene so get out of my way before I have your fucking badge.” 

At this point, Grady was almost eyeball to eyeball with the over-zealous guard. He didn’t have any higher clearance than these goons so the threat was probably hollow, but they didn’t know that and he needed to get on his ship before they closed off the whole area. It might take days to get away and Simos Station wasn’t the friendliest of places. There had been many a time a ship was confiscated and captains incarcerated on the whim of the station’s owners. Nobody crossed the Lorgia’s and prospered afterwards. Grady had history with Lorgia’s and could probably count on them, but only up to a point.

Grady thought the guard was going to call his bluff and prepared to take him down, but before the man could decide he was distracted by a shout.

“Fleming ! Get your arse over here,” the call came from the officer that had looked balefully at him a moment ago. 

“NOW !” He added ; fixing the guard in his iron stare as if daring him to disobey. 

Grady sent a grateful look in his direction, but the officer was already concentrating on something else.

The guard hesitated, swallowing what might have been a biting retort. Grady could see the desire flare in him to disobey his orders and bring Grady down. Something in the way Grady squared up to him made him hesitate and in the end the guard looked at him malevolently, but stepped back, did a swift right turn and doubled across to the officer. Grady, now clear of any obstacle made his way up the gangplank and twisted the valve to board his ship.

He glanced back before entering to see the officer looking at him strangely, which sent warning bells up Grady’s spine. The other guard standing next to him continued to glare with intense animosity. Grady wasn’t quite sure how he had managed it, but the look from the security officer told him that all was not well - had he received a report from his base about the fracas in the square ? Grady decided he wouldn’t hang about. He turned and entered the craft’s main doorway as the valve closed behind him. The lighting, though subdued was enough to allow him to see his way the short distance to the cockpit. He intended to lift-off and head out the air-lock as soon as he could.


Chapter Six

The Citrix - Simos Station

The cockpit should have been empty, there was no reason for anyone to be there at that moment, but there she was – casting a stone-cold glare in his direction, obviously under stress and importantly, at least from Grady’s perspective anyway, pointing a gun at him. Even more significantly her finger was planted firmly on the trigger as she looked prepared to fire.

“Oh Grell !” he exclaimed taking in the scene in front of him and raising his hands to indicate he wasn’t armed and no threat.

He realised that she must be the reason for the problem outside with the guards. Had the security officer known anything about this ? Grady remembered the strange look. It was possible he was complicit in the bombing. It wouldn’t be the first time there had been insider help in acts of sabotage at the station. It would explain the response outside at the gangway. 

Grady knew now there was definitely something off with the whole drama ; and he was, or could be, the patsy to take the fall.

“Did you board alone ?” she waved the gun at the corridor as if conjuring assailants through the door.

“Yes, but security are literally outside the ship and I’m not too sure if they won’t force access. I’ve left them in a bit of a bad mood.” He pointed at her arm, “- and besides, you don’t look like you’re up to taking on another firefight.”

She gritted her teeth and leaned heavily on the back of the chair, his chair.

He paid more attention to the woman behind the laser. Whilst she looked as though she could handle herself well, she was in bad shape. She was bleeding from the shoulder and her arm looked a bit peculiar as though it wasn’t an active part of her body - broken, he surmised. Grady immediately decided to go for the laid back approach, there was nothing else he could do in the tight confines of his cockpit. 

“You could just shoot me, but wouldn’t it be better to find out who’s side I’m on before you blast my head off ?” he asked. He hadn’t gone out armed, so was at a distinct disadvantage, but then she looked as if she might keel over before pulling the trigger anyway. He wanted to keep her talking in the hope of staving off any bad decisions on her part.

She sighed and her shoulders slumped a little. Grady used the time to take a closer look at her, she’d been in a fight and come out of it a little worse for wear, but then he’d not seen the others. If the blazing ships were anything to go by, she was a dangerous person to mix with. Her military-grade armour-plate showed evidence of laser burns, with one looking as if it had gotten through to her shoulder. 

She was watching him.  As if in answer to his unspoken question she volunteered, “It’s broken, and I’m bleeding.” 

Grady had realised that, but played a little dumb while he continued his assessment of the situation.

“Well, that I can see, but what the fuck are you doing on my ship ?... Do you... wait, you’re here now - what the fuck happened to those ships - do you have any idea ? Of course, you do.” He’d already guessed that she had somehow come a cropper from an armed response from one, or both of the ships. With no opportunity to escape before the security teams arrived she’d slipped up his gangplank and somehow ‘hazed’ the valve. 

“How did you get aboard ?” He glanced at the cockpit camera that was trailing their conversation. He had his suspicions, but now was not the time to question the loyalty of his AI.

She ignored his questions, but her frown increased in concentration while she also chewed her lip, trying to come to a decision.

Then, swinging her gun wildly at Grady “Are we going to play nice ?” 

Grady wasn’t having any of it. This was his ship and he could take care of himself, as she would find out soon enough if she didn’t drop the aggressive routine.

“IF you get the fuck off my bridge and let me clean up the blood you’re leaking all over my chair - I might think about not tossing you out the bilge valve,” Grady responded and stepped to one side to give her room to leave via the door, it also took him closer to her.

He tossed his head towards the now unrestricted and open gangway. “There’s a MedicBot in the rear that can take care of that for you...” He indicated the wound and broken arm “... but put the gun away unless you plan to use it,” he said with conviction knowing she would ignore him, but that was alright too. He’d calculated the odds and was happy that he was now in a position to disarm her before she did anything stupid.

Pulling herself up painfully away from the chair, she flinched as her body adjusted to the strain, but Grady knew better than to move to help her. She was strung out from the weeping laser wound which would be hurting like a bitch by now. It wasn’t that he couldn’t take her, he just didn’t want the  guards on his back, and a laser bolt might register on the station’s sensors and bring them running. 

Given the choice, he would take his chances here with her. 

She looked at him suspiciously. “How do I know you aren’t going to call the guards and have me taken ?”

He laughed, “Seriously ? Do you know what I do for a living ?” 

She leaned back on the chair again and looked like she was thinking, her face screwed up holding back the pain as she summoned up the information from her memory.

“Philus Grady, thirty-seven years old, ex-naval attaché. Awarded three citations for bravery, one black heart. Resigned on grounds of incompatibility with Core Command. Now, owner and operator of the ‘Citrix’ a four spin-drive ex-fleet marauder. Currently an independent mutant hunter available to the highest bidder. Unmarried, a citizen of Gamma, half-brother of Hadrien Grady CSO of DeMag, and son of Primella Jordan, the wife of the Gamma Ambassador to Epios Prime. You’re a clone sympathiser - which incidentally, is why your ship is still in one piece - but you might want to consider a change of career.” She recited as if reading it back from his job sheet, then looked at him as if expecting him to deny everything.

“Ah ! I wondered why I was spared, as are those guards out there for that matter,” he indicated past the door to the dockside. “But, you’ve put me in an awkward position - not that I’m unappreciative of the fact my ship is still in one piece. It’s just that I’m now on someone’s watch-list and in my line of business I prefer to keep as low a profile as possible. Which,...” as he flicked another thumb out the cockpit window, “...I’m not going to be able to do while the ship sits here in full view of the news cameras and security. So... ?” he again indicated for her to proceed through the door to the medical bay.

It must have been enough because she pulled herself erect and lined up on the cockpit exit with the obvious intention of walking unaided out of it. Grady could see she wasn’t going to make it through the door on her own, so decided to circumvent things before the blood dried and he had to replace the covers. 

So, as she was swinging herself around to head out the door, he stepped forward sprightly and slipped his hand around her wrist, taking control of her direction of fire and forcing it down to the deck, but squeezing the nerve to disable any muscle movement, so the finger wouldn’t connect with the pulse trigger. His other hand removed the gun from her paralysed fingers and threw it on the chair. She almost fought it, but as his strength overwhelmed her weakened state, the look of anger quickly faded and her eyes glazed. 

He caught her as she collapsed and pulled her to him, taking care to favour her broken arm which dangled uselessly. 

She was fit, he could feel the muscle-tone even in her collapsed state. She worked out. More than just a saboteur then, perhaps another assassin ?

As he carefully picked her up in his arms he called out to the ship AI. 

“Ario ! activate Medicbot and secure ship from entry - security, level four. Prepare for lift-off. Contact the Gatekeeper and queue us for departure immediately, or sooner. Switch to autopilot, if I’m not back in my chair - destination home base,” Grady called out as he carried the now unconscious dead-weight saboteur to the rear of the ship.

He heard Ario responding to his commands as he negotiated the narrow corridor, but concentrated on not knocking into the walls as he rushed aft to the medical bay. The AI would know where to find him if there were problems, it preferred to remain housed in the cockpit where it could monitor everything around them. He would ask later how it managed to let the woman into the ship. That would prove an interesting conversation, he thought idly. He had his suspicions and if they were right it would mean his role as mutant hunter might be compromised, or ending prematurely.

Home Bound

He laid the woman out on the stretcher which was normally detachable from the wall, but was currently fixed to a machine running through start-up diagnostics in preparation to work on her injuries. Grady carefully removed her armour, not wanting to exacerbate the bleeding. People think laser burns cauterise the flesh, and it does, but only thinly. The first time you move it breaks the ‘cooked’ seal and you bleed from both the entry and exit sides of the wound. 

Above the stretcher in its own designed recess was a pull-out body-sized transparent glass unit which, when placed above the patient would measure vital signs and run a battery of non-invasive tests. He pulled out the screen and switched it on. Started from cold like this it would need a minute, or so, to calibrate.

While it warmed up he looked her over. Not quite the Amazonian type, she nonetheless looked fit and capable. He was sure that in a healthy state he wouldn’t have so easily won over her own will and strength. He wiped the blood off her cheek and cleaned up the surface area of the wound, taking care not to disturb the blood clot that had begun to form over the hole. He lifted her eyelid, she was well out, her green irises barely visible. Not bad, he thought, good looking and fit. Putting her modesty aside for medical reasons he also looked for any tattoos or obvious identity markers. Her wrist had no Wiband on it which was unusual. He marked the Medicbot to take samples and analyse them to give him DNA and prints. If she was in the UDB he would know who she was soon enough. The Universal Database was only accessible to certain forces within the Empire, Grady had access to them all through his real job.

The hum of the tubes buried within the hood settled quickly to an almost silent drone. The flickering green light came on and steadied as he lowered the screen over her body. As soon as it was in position he activated the scanner, listening to the hum increase as it ran the length of her unconscious form several times each scan measuring a deeper layer than the previous, building a picture of what was beneath the skin. It would show up any bugs, transmitters or homing devices as well as non-standard internal features. Not all mutants were externally altered.

When it was finished the top of the hood lit up and revealed a three-dimensional image which he could switch through skeletal, muscular and nervous system, her vital organs all looked good, no scalp injuries. The blood analysis showed in the corner and indicated low blood pressure, Grady calculated a pint at least judging from the mess on his chair. He programmed a drip to make up the loss.

“OK, first the arm,” he said to himself, “a fracture of the humerus, that’s nice and easy.” He changed the scan level to show the deeper scans of her body and noticed that besides the laser burn to the shoulder, which had burned right through and cauterised the flesh as it passed, she had three fractured ribs and a badly bruised upper body. She had been body-slammed by something, an explosion or someone heavy. He thought of the guard out there. No, it would have had to be an explosion. Too close when she set them off, he decided.

She had passed out from the swelling and pain that had restricted her capacity to breathe. Stress and standing had done the rest. She would be fine after an hour or two’s ministrations from the Medicbot.

He raised the body screen and it reclined itself into the retaining slot in the wall. 

“OK Medic, she’s all yours. I want her up and talking as soon as possible, so go light on the sedatives. Only enough to keep her out for the bone-set and painkillers for two hours, no more. I don’t mind if she is still aching, but I want her ready to answer questions when she comes around.”

“Affirmative, Doctor Grady,” the Medicbot responded.

Grady grinned and walked out of the bay and returned to the cockpit where he watched the ship manoeuvre itself from the docking bay. The only way he could have an on-board Medicbot was if he was qualified to use one. He’d had a helluva job convincing the medical equipment manufacturer to complete the installation. In the end, he got a fake medical certificate showing him as a qualified surgeon and brushed up on the basics he had learned in the navy. He was a quick study and actually did more studying than he needed to just because it was good to learn how the body worked and how to fix it.

“Ario ?” he queried the AI, his tone telling it he expected an update.

“Security blocked your request to lift-off. I blocked security’s communication to the Gatekeeper and simulated his voice. We have approved departure and a window of sixty-five seconds before we are discovered.”

Grady grabbed the laser, leapt into the chair and strapped himself in, too late he remembered the bloodstains. He screwed his face in disgust as he felt the sticky residue cling to his jacket. “Holy Grell ! I’m going to have to ditch all of this kit if I can’t get her blood off me,” he moaned, then remembered, “advise Medicbot to secure patient for hostile departure.” 

“Done,” the AI advised.

“Ario - hot exit protocols,” Grady ordered the AI to manage the exit, it would have already computed all the variables and chosen the speed, path and angle of their departure. They wouldn’t be allowed back here any time soon, but after the recent carnage of hunter ships, Grady guessed that might well be a good thing. He felt the release as the AI broke the mooring clamps then watched the Citrix dodge the drones still orbiting the wrecks. Traffic had been wisely diverted while they sorted the aftermath of the fire, so their exit was relatively unhindered by normal traffic. Just as well, he thought.

He grunted as the acceleration cut into his thought process and his eyes took in the flashing of docked ships as the Citrix flew past them. He vaguely registered a Core naval ship flashing stop commands as Ario flew the ship between its shield deflector fins. 

Oops ! That would get him a good few tongue lashings from the ship’s captain when they caught up with him - which they would, eventually - when he let them. Still, out here in the Rift it wasn’t exactly heavily policed, even by the Core.

“Message incoming,” Ario advised.

“Citrix, Lorgias says to tell you that’s going to be an expensive departure, you owe him for four docking clamps and affiliated costs. If he finds you’re also responsible for the two sabotaged ships, then expect a bounty on your head,” the voice clicked off.

Grady replied, it would be rude not to. 

“Lorgias, I had no choice, your crews wouldn’t let me take Citrix out of the reach of those burning wrecks. I’m not sitting there getting my arse scorched because of their lazy-assed attitude. You know me - would I torch two other hunters ? Grady out !”

A different voice came on the comms, one that Grady recognised.

“Phil, you shouldn’t break my rules, you know better. Come by when you’re next in the vicinity, bring your credit wallet, okay ?”

Grady smiled, and pressed the transmit button for the last time.

“Lorgias, Yes ! Sorry ! If you can accept my apologies for leaving in a hurry and a big donation on my next visit, we good ? Grady out”

“We’re good, Phil, but I’m still sorting out the mess you created in the Market Square. Grell knows what you’re into that’s got everyone riled up - No, forget it, I don’t want to know. Fly safe ! - Lorgias out.” 

The message light went black indicating the transmission carrier was off. Grady knew that Lorgias was going to make him pay, but would recover the larger portion from the two hunter shipowners. If they were the same crew that tried to kill him, then Lorgias might make them pay everything and a hefty premium. He would want to set an example to those who would use his station as a battleground. Grady thought of the woman in the Medbay and wondered if she would be on Lorgias list too. 

He continued to watch as the AI weaved the ship through the slowly clearing traffic lanes and onto a safe path for departure from the system. When he checked the sensors and it showed open space, he commanded the AI.

“Take us home, Ario.”

“Course plotted. Homing signal activated.” 

Grady was taking a gamble. The woman had not killed his ship, nor had she even attempted to kill him. Yet she was evidently on assignment to take out mutant hunter vessels wherever she found them, or was there something he was missing ? In addition, she had persuaded Ario to let her hide on this vessel and importantly Ario hadn’t warned him. There was obviously something about her that allowed her to over-ride his security and that 'something' was what he wanted to find out. He wasn’t stupid, or trusting, but knew when something was being played out. He just had to keep pulling the knots until something fell loose.

“Ario, the Medicbot should have the woman’s DNA and prints by now. Process them via the WA database and give me the readout as soon as it comes in.” 

“Message encrypted and despatched. ETA, four minutes thirty-two seconds. Response anticipated in eight minutes, forty-four seconds.”

The message would slip through a clandestine comms drone to every system in the galaxy connecting with the WA’s secret database and would return the same way. The indicated response time meant a fast connection without too many links in the chain. Grady suspected that he knew what it would say.

He had a few moments to kill until the reply came in. He knew it would be futile, but the response would confirm his suspicions.

“Should I ask you why you let her onboard, Ario ?”  Strictly speaking the AI wasn’t his, it was leased to him and came with the ship. It and the ship were owned by the people he worked for, although the paperwork showed him as the owner.

“Prior programming over-ride,” came back the simple response.

“Hmmh ! Ario, please expand.”

“I’m not able to respond to that request at this time,“ Ario replied.

Grady knew then that this was work related and he would just have to wait to figure it out.

“Data-burst received, decrypting..... on your screen.”

He sat down and pulled up his own encrypted display, hand-print and voice protocol unlocked it and seconds later he was reading the short data-log that had returned from the comms drone.

Ms Shrilla Beyeur, thirty-four years old, Work history : classified. Origins : classified. Security classification : BETA9. Currently engaged on S&D. All AW personnel required to cooperate fully on contact, or demand. Authorisation : Kildark4.

Grady whistled quietly as he read. She was at least four chevrons up the chain from him and as for Kildark... Well ! that fucker could have him snuffed in a microsecond if he chose. Grady had met him once. A hawkish man with a pair of eyes that drilled you like a laser. He’d not been introduced - too high up the chain for that, and Grady at that time wasn’t even a member. He never forgot a face, but honestly, that was one he’d prefer to.

“So, you got the call, huh ! Ario ?” Grady snickered.

“By ‘call’ you mean the authorisation demand from Agent Beyeur ?” it answered, correctly interpreting Grady’s disjointed question.

“Yes, and don’t bother answering, it was a rhetorical question.” Grady sighed. AI’s weren’t always clever, but sometimes they out-thought him. He had yet to catch the ship AI out. He suspected there was a human brain secreted somewhere on the ship and he was the only one who didn’t know.

He needed to work out how to handle his unexpected guest. She wouldn’t be very forthcoming so he decided the best method of getting information was to feign disinterest and not let her know he’d checked out her credentials. Which in truth he hadn’t. He’d got very little from the database - he was still in the dark as to her mission - other than blowing up mutant hunter ships. 

Game on, he thought.


Chapter Seven

Lorgia’s Drift - Outer Rim

Home for Grady was a hollowed out asteroid, payment from his half-brother in return for a series of clandestine operations he had carried out on DeMag’s behalf. It orbited a large gas giant that was regularly used by commercial fuel skimmers, but they operated far enough away for him not to register on their sensors. Even if they detected his home, they would have trouble distinguishing it from the thousands of other dead asteroids that circled the planet. He had once lost it himself and spent a month tracking it down again. Now, he had a very sensitive ‘locator’ signal that would only respond on a tight frequency, and only after receiving a coded signal from him from a certain direction. It was as secure as anything could be in this sector of space. He was safe in the knowledge that nobody had the means, or the inclination to track down a single piece of rock in this area of space. It didn’t even register on the corporate-owned research drones prowling out here searching for asteroids with high-value yields.

Grady paid scant attention to the AI’s negotiation of the asteroid belt. They had done it so many times, that both the AI and he could do it blindfolded. Instead, Grady thought about the two mutant hunter ships and the knowledge that would be commonly out there now that he, the owner of the Citrix had broken through the security cordon and, more than likely, a major lead suspect in the destruction of two competitors. It was only due to the nature of Simos Station that he hadn’t been blown out of space by the Core gunship, but seriously, what the fuck were those bastards doing in the Rift, anyway ? 

He sighed and climbed out of his bloodstained seat. He needed to check on the patient as they were about to dock.

As Ario negotiated the ship into the very tight space between the airlock entrance and the neighbouring rock, Grady walked back to the medical bay with the intention of checking on her, but instead met her coming up the corridor. It wasn’t a large ship and as the craft docked there was a slight nudge, just enough to push them briefly together. Her arms shot out to push him away, a surly look on her face. Probably an effect of the sedatives clearing from her system, he thought immediately discounting the look.

He laughed it off. “I see your arm’s mended, but your temper’s still sore.”

She looked at him and realised he hadn’t intentionally bumped her. She was immediately contrite, but still grouchy from the medication that she’d been given.

“I’m... I’m sorry, I didn’t expect you to appear, then... Oh ! never mind,” she growled. 

It was evident to Grady that she wasn’t fully awake, it had only been an hour. Still, her bad-tempered response did not bode well. Grady decided to keep his own anger in check, he still had no idea who, or what he was dealing with, or why she was on his ship.

“How’s your arm ? and ribs ?” he asked with genuine concern. He’d had little use for the Medicbot up to now, and wasn’t 100% confident of its abilities to knit bone this fast. She flinched as he peeled back the area where the laser had cut through the material of her shirt. The red weal of healing flesh showed where it had made the incision to insert the probes and glue the bone. It used a special stem cell compound to seal the cut afterwards, the scar would disappear in a few hours. Likely she had similar incision marks on her chest, but he wasn’t about to look. Her sour expression seemed to dare him to even try.

She at least tried to sound grateful, probably realising she was coming across as an ingrate, which she was. 

“It’s good. I appreciate that you did this for me, but now I need to get off this....” She was looking over his shoulder as she spoke and could see a corner of the cockpit and the completed docking procedure. “...where are we ?” she asked him suspiciously, the change in her tone warning him.

“Somewhere safe and out of reach of the Core navy and any security ships that might attempt to track us.”

Her look told him she didn’t believe a word of it. She looked out of the cockpit screen and then back at him, pushing him away to possibly give herself room to physically react.

“You mean they let you go ? I don’t believe it ! Nobody gets past their Gatekeeper - the destruction of those two ships should have locked down the whole sector.” Angry surprise was evident in her voice.

Grady was equally surprised “You intended for that to happen ?” 

What am I missing, he wondered. 

“You were supposed to....” Realising that she’d laid herself open to interrogation, she pushed past him and reached the cockpit to see where she was.

“I don’t recognise this,” she said as she turned around back to face Grady. “Where are we ?” she demanded, hands now on hips with no sign of drowsiness.

“My home, and you’re welcome.” He responded to her lack of gratitude and aggressive behaviour. “Had we remained at Simos Station you would now be incarcerated along with me while Lorgia’s decided whether to ‘space us’ both. He’s had three attacks on his station in the last two months. If any of those others were your work, you are decidedly enemy ‘numero uno‘ in his book. We got out, and for the moment you and I are safe,” he added, then decided to turn the screw a little. 

“I need to know what you have gotten me and my ship into and you aren’t going anywhere until you tell me what that is.”

Grady stood ready to defend himself from an attack, which he saw was definitely on the cards. Her tell-tales were giving her away and he anticipated her first move well before she made it, but when it came it was fast, very fast.

Shrilla’s arm came up in a cutting scythe, followed by a dead-man punch aimed at his solar plexus. He blocked her attack and pushed his own, aiming for her newly repaired arm and shoulder and he didn’t miss as the heel of his hand hit home. He heard the sharp intake of breath and felt sorry for her, that would be hurting. His elbow then rammed her ribcage providing a painful reminder that she was still recuperating. 

He used his height and weight advantage by revolving her body as she fell away pulling her in and folding his arm around her neck and exposed throat. Clinching tight he felt her try to extricate herself, but picked her up by the neck leaving her with no leverage. He was only eight inches taller, but it was enough to keep her off the ground until she settled. The confines of the cockpit meant she couldn’t counter his attack. 

She tapped his arm. He reluctantly released her, still taking her weight for her while she regained her balance, but ready for another attack.

It didn’t come, instead she turned around, bracing herself against the wall. She felt her throat, massaging it back to life until she felt she could speak. Her spurt of energy had cost her dearly and set back her overall recovery time. 

“It isn’t generally recommended to go into physical combat immediately after surgery,” he said, smiling confidently. He’d expected her to try, but he was on top form and she was still drugged. In a fair fight he might not have won so easily, but he knew he would still have won.

She smiled sourly and walked out of the cockpit, twisting the valve to open the ship’s hatch. Stepping out into the main hangar area, which in truth wasn’t that large once the Citrix was inside, she stood and studied the workmanship of the dock. The base had been completed with the intention of becoming an executive hideaway, but had been handed over to Grady who had towed it to its current location. The finish inside was professional and to a very high standard. Pressure suit lockers, jet-packs and skimmer sleds were racked along with safety equipment for all types of situation.

Her nodding wasn’t lost on him. She was the first person to see this complex since he’d taken it over from his brother. It was the top-end of professional luxury and had everything you could possibly need to keep your base intact and maintained for an extended period. There were many other secrets that he wasn’t about to share with anyone, especially this woman who would likely use his own protection system against him. If she could over-ride his AI, then what else was she capable of ?

Grady walked behind her, almost touching her in the confined space next to the Citrix. Under different circumstances bringing a female into his private habitat would have been an excuse to show off his accommodations, but here and now with the surly Shrilla Beyeur, Grady was no longer sure about having brought her here at all.

They walked out of the hangar and into the living quarters of his home, he guided her towards the kitchen, careful to avoid physical contact. There was no familiarity here. He was keeping it professional especially as she was effectively his superior, according to the report. He didn’t really care, he was his own boss and AW was happy for him to work independently - so long as he performed his duties when required.

She turned towards him as they walked, he could see her trying hard to take the initiative to move them past their mutual animosity. He let her as right at this moment their needs were mutual and urgent. 

Recounting from memory she went through his job file. “OK, let’s see. You joined the Alliance of Worlds four years ago after an altercation with the Core navy that left you exposed to possible repercussions. You trained as a freelance agent and completed your training in fourteen weeks, went on to advanced reconnaissance and deep cover operational qualifications. You left before collecting your certificates, which incidentally, are pinned up in the mess hall displaying your pass grades. Nobody has beaten them yet. Every fresh intake is shown, and reminded, that the grades mean nothing if you're dead. Your leaving them behind like that sends a powerful message to every one of them.”

Grady nodded as though hearing this for the first time, which, for some of it he was. He’d had no idea that his grades were a conversation piece in the mess hall let alone being unbeaten. None of his instructors had told him. He wanted to tell her he had no idea what she was talking about in an attempt to evade what he knew was coming.

“Shrilla – ? “

She turned on him so fast he almost didn’t see her hand come towards his throat, he deflected it only at the last second. Her face indicating her anger, teeth bared, she hissed at him.

“How do know my name ?”

“The same way you know my history, I guess.” Grady responded without missing a beat, although he was surprised at her violent reaction to her name being voiced.

She remained stiff, aggressively pinning him against the wall while she chewed over what he had just said. 

“The Medicbot ! - you scanned my DNA.”

Grady pulled her arm away with a sharp tug downwards breaking her lock on his throat and reminding her that he’d just beaten off her last attack. He pushed her away and walked off into the galley.

“What did you expect ? You blow up two hunter vessels, force your way onto my ship, threaten me with a weapon and leave me in a very difficult, ‘highly questionable’ situation that might just result in me being hunted throughout the sector by the fucking Core.” He stopped momentarily to calm himself, letting out a slow breath he continued, “sure, I’m going to check you out with every agency I’m registered with to find out if you’re a threat, loose cannon or rogue agent of some kind.” He allowed the disgust he felt at her naivete clearly reflect in his tone.

She stepped back as though physically hit by his words, her thought processes easy to read on her face. Uncertainty, indecision, confusion, then eventually realisation.

“They wanted you to know who I was,” she murmured as she continued to back away, her mind caught up by something she was churning through. He left her to it while he prepped breakfast. 

The food processor churned as he pressed buttons until he had a range of options rendering and walked over to the beverage machine and clicked on two kaiko’s with feego root. It was the closest thing they could get to real coffee anywhere in the galaxy. Still prohibitively expensive, but it had a nice kick to it that he liked. He had expensive tastes, but could afford it.

The double ka’ching of the food processor indicated their meals were ready. He took the kaiko and plates and put them on the table where Shrilla was now perched, thinking hard, but watching him closely as if getting the measure of him.

“If you’ve checked on me, then you know I have the right to sequester the services of your ship and you in pursuit of my mission,” she stated resolutely. Her guard was up and he could see her attempting to gauge his reaction to her statement - ready to push his buttons if she had to.

Grady would like to see her try to take operational control of the situation, but she really wasn’t in the same galaxy as him when it came to AW operations. He wondered briefly how she had managed to reach a BETA9 clearance. He pushed some buttons of his own to see how she would react.

“Are you always so arrogant, or is this a new form of training given out by the AW ?” he replied, tucking into his food while she digested his response.

She growled, her frustration evident. “You’re an AW Agent and subject to its regulations. What don’t you understand about your obligations ?”

He waved his fork at her “Actually, I’m freelance. My only obligation is to the requirements of each assignment that I accept. The emphasis is on ‘accept’. So far I have neither been apprised of a mission nor accepted one. I suggest you take a different tack,” he advised her giving her adequate warning.

She appeared to think about that while taking a mouthful of food.

Grady decided to give her a bit more time to chew on things. His own thoughts took him back to his training at the Alliance of Worlds centre. He had joined them because their objective was to provide an alternative means of dealing with the mutant colonies. Although he was a hunter by designation, this was just a cover that allowed him to get close to operations run by the large companies. The current peace between the Febrillo Alliance and the corporations meant that direct action to counter the genocidal actions of the companies to protect their investment in planetary resources was fraught with potential disaster. Nobody wanted to upset the fragile peace, but amongst the participants on both sides was a growing movement against the eradication of clones, be they mutant and dangerous, or otherwise.

This act by the woman opposite him might raise questions in the marketplace he operated in. If his ship’s survival was viewed as anything but coincidental, his cover might be brought into question too. She hadn’t done him any favours and might even have brought his ‘hunter’ career to an abrupt halt.

“Why did you really destroy those ships ?” he asked coldly not expecting a straight answer.

She glared at him over the steaming cup of kaiko while deciding whether to answer him or not.

Grady was becoming impatient. He’d just about had enough of her prickly silences. He’d about given up and prepared to deliver a broadside when she capitulated. 

“Because they were onto you,” she confessed.

He sat back, astonished at the delivery of the last thing he expected. He fell silent as his thought processes pulled it all together - it began clicking into place. It explained the attack on him in the market square, although it didn’t explain the intervention of Dalt and his group, they shouldn’t have even been there. That implied long-term planning and something deeper afoot - he realised he needed more data.

“What do you mean - onto me ?” Grady asked recovering from his self revelations, but not yet certain what exactly she was referring to.

“They were onto the fact that you were an undercover operative for the AW. You were to be taken out,” she sighed realising that having opened the can of worms she would now have to explain everything.

“We’ve been experiencing a leak of some magnitude within the AW’s operations. It has been infiltrated by corporation spies, or someone has turned. We don’t know which. For a time, it was suspected it might be someone out in the field.”

“You thought it was me,” he surmised, understanding her reluctance to explain her actions.

“We had thoughts on that score, but they weren’t seriously considered. The spotlight was placed equally across all other assets in the field. In every case they were dismissed. The source is closer to the centre, we just don’t know how close.

“So, why destroy the ships ?”

“As I said, they were onto you. We intercepted a message blowing your cover and demanding you be taken out.”

“That still doesn’t explain your involvement and the incident at the space-port - why are you involved ?”

Now she became impatient, “because they intended for the Citrix to be mined then for you to be sent out on a bogus mission, for them to explode remotely as soon as you were in open space. Those two ships were the recipients of the order. We removed them before they could compromise your vessel. As far as I know AW were going to doctor the video feed on the TV news to include your ship in the ‘accident’ - you obviously blew that plan by escaping the station.”

Grady thought furiously. They had seen him arrive and sent teams out ahead of him to take him out in the marketplace. They weren’t going to bother with mines. He knew these bastards - if they discovered he was an undercover agent for the AW, they would demand immediate satisfaction. It had occurred spontaneously and Shrilla’s luck was that they weren’t on the ships when she sabotaged them - or was it ?

“You saw me dock and watched them set a trap for me, using their fortuitous departure as an opportunity to take out their ships,” he accused her.

She looked guilty, but nodded. He put aside the fact that her concerns were taking out their ships instead of warning him. Hard-nosed bitch, he decided unkindly, then backed up his attitude. There was more to this, much more and he suspected she either wasn’t telling, or she didn’t know about the protection team that sent him back to the ship. He continued to keep this information to himself for the time being. Something was still setting his warning bells jangling.

“So, what went wrong ?” Grady indicated her arm and shoulder.

“I got caught in the front ship by one of the crew that had been left behind. He lasered me as I planted the charges. When he saw what I was doing, instead of running like I would have expected, he pressed the emergency lock-down button. I only escaped by hacking the valve code. The bomb blast kicked me out of the ship - that’s what broke my arm and ribs. Your ship was the only place I could get to before the dock security arrived.”

“You didn’t have someone in the security team ?” He looked at her sceptically.

“Not officially, but yes, a sympathiser. He would have tried to redirect attention away from the Citrix. He probably suspected I had hidden aboard.”

“The Inspector,” Grady nodded. “He was watching for me and pulled the guard off my back just when I thought I was going to have to floor the bastard. He looked at me funny, he must have guessed something was going to happen when I went aboard.”

“Yes, that would be him.” Shrilla remained quiet after that, thinking.

Grady watched her. She had by no means accounted for her actions and he was suspicious of her ability to access his ship. He wondered if there were other things she could do to override his control. He wasn’t going to ask, but he was going to do an in-depth search of any possible codes he missed when he upgraded the ship AI.

She had mentioned the leak occurred inside Command, the control centre for the Alliance of Worlds. A huge security operation locked down inside a large cliff complex adjoining a space port. That meant either someone high up, or an insider who had access to information above their grade. A spy, or hacker.

Grady felt a need to redirect the conversation while he considered everything so far.

“And the source ? You mentioned the leak was inside.”

“They think they have it located, but we don’t know if they were working alone, or part of a network,” she admitted.

“So, me contacting the database and obtaining information on you might have tipped their hand,” Grady said.

“Yes, more than likely. If there are additional subverted assets, they will now know we have communicated and that you are still at large. “

Grady sighed, suddenly his meal didn’t sit well with him. He thought it through. Anyone watching the TV and hearing the reports would know that both the hunter ships were destroyed. That could only happen if the communications the hunters used had been intercepted, which meant they were compromised. They would try to escape, or if this was part of a wider conspiracy they might put in place a thermite-plan. Something that would burn brightly causing damage to the AW while they made their escape in the confusion.

He thought harder. If there was a spy or saboteur within the AW, who would put them there ? Corporations ? 

He nodded to himself. There, that had to be the link. If corporations were behind the attempt to take him out then it was also likely the spy was a corporation-based asset. That had to mean there was something driving the corporations to act, or react. 

Something big.


Chapter Eight

AW Command will be Hit

Shrilla watched Grady out the corner of her eye. He’d really surprised her with his speed, and that strength of his wasn’t normal - was it ? She believed the high marks he’d achieved in training, but his file didn’t say anything about any enhancements, so was it a natural ability, she wondered. There was also the issue of his missing history prior to the Core navy, having had a peek at his records back at Command when a mission required placing an undercover agent in situ. He’d been selected, but the choice had been made over her head and still left a bad taste. She remembered there were years in his history that were unaccounted for prior to the Core and that made her suspicious, but there was nothing she could do about it. The directors had made their choice and Grady successfully completed the assignment. That had been the end of the matter. Until today.

She recalled the mission parameters received from Kildark. They were themselves unusual in that Kildark had sent her orders by cryptext, a short encrypted messaging system that piggybacked on carrier waves, making them practically undetectable. Her instructions had been precise and the location and timing had been laid down in the attached briefing. AWA knew precisely where Grady would be at that time and he was supposed to have remained at the appointment for at least two hours giving her time to remove the threats and get clear. He’d been tipped off that something was happening at the space-port and returned at the double - just in time to get caught up in it all. How did he know, what tip off ?

“If someone wanted you out of the way, there had to be good reason,” Shrilla muttered to herself as she caught the glimmer of a thought and threw it at Grady.

“Where would you have gone if you hadn’t been redirected to Simos Station ?” 

He was sat back, twirling his cup and chewing his lip, consumed with his own thoughts. He saw her looking at him and realised her question was for him. He sat up paying immediate attention. 

“Hmmh ! Good question. Normally, I would drop in on Command for debriefing. We have a dual-transponder circuit in the cockpit and I use it to land incognito at the space-port and meet up with one of the handlers in a bar who then usually reassigns me,” Grady replied, aware that his answer wasn’t strictly true, but not wanting to go into detail about his relationship with the AWA. 

With no immediate response from Shrilla his mind drifted back to his momentary meeting with Dalt... what was it he’d said ?... “There are developments that require your immediate attention - leave now !” He scowled in frustration and smacked his cup on the table his irritation showing. Why do people have to be so fucking cryptic ? 

“Whatever this all is all about has to do with me, although I’m equally certain it has nothing to do with the mission I just finished,” he confessed, none the wiser for the sudden desire to have him eliminated.

“Oh ! that’s pretty obvious, Mr Grady. Wherever you go there’s usually trouble, from what I hear,” Shrilla scoffed.

Grady was oblivious to her comments. He was still trying to get to grips with the feeling in his gut that was telling him to be some place, but where ?

He’d received a coded cryptext message from Command telling him to go to Simos Station and meet with another agent to take on a new mission of considerable urgency. It was unusual in that he wasn’t aware of an agent being maintained there, nor was Simos Station on their list of approved destinations. A few too many ship thefts and unexplained absences of owner / captains kept it off the officially sanctioned routes. Why had he not questioned that order ? Was Shrilla the other agent ?

“Shrilla, how did you receive your mission instructions from AWA this time ?” Grady queried.

“Oh, yes, I thought it was strange at the time, It was a text with attachments, but it seemed legit. All the codes were authenticated as well as the originator of the message,” she answered.

“Where would you have been if you had not received your mission instruction ?” he asked

“Same place as you, I expect. AW Command.” Shrilla turned towards him with a big question mark on her face as she answered. Seeing the look on his face she realised they were both thinking the same thing. Whatever it was, had to do with Command.

“That's where I think they will hit,” Grady announced.

“How do you work that out ?” Shrilla scorned seeing him make the leap from a single thought to a full-blown theory in seconds.

Grady was excited. He knew he was right, but needed to talk it through otherwise Shrilla would never get it.

“Whoever was managing the mission information you were given must be high up within the inner circle, agreed ?”

Shrilla nodded. “With you so far,”

“Now, only three people besides yourself know that I am working undercover for the AWA, and whoever sent me the message wanted me to be there at that time.

“Yes, but why would they want me to rescue you ?”

“I don’t know that yet. I got a message that put me into a trap, I then got another message that got me out just in time to cross your path which is where it all gets fucked up.”

“What message ?” Shrilla asked.

Grady realised he hadn’t told her. “I met an old friend who warned me that I was being stalked by an unknown group,” he explained.

“Now I hear about this ?” her voice sounded incredulous.

“Look, it was just an opportune meeting ; one that got me out of a hole.” Grady tried to dig himself out of providing a full explanation that would raise more questions than he wanted to answer right now.

“You mean just like that, and someone was there to help you escape a trap that nobody knew of until that day ?” Shrilla responded caustically.

Shrilla’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on Grady, but he preferred that to explaining things from his past that he wasn’t sure needed to be aired right now.

“Well, whatever. The point is if my message originates from the same place as yours, then something evidently isn’t right at Command.”

Shrilla made for the console and began typing in a string of text.

“What are you up to ?” Grady quizzed.

“I’m checking the message logs on the AWA database. I have clearance to access everything up to director level as part of the ongoing search for the mole. If you’re right then we should be able to check outgoing missions sent to you and me.”

Grady stood behind her watching her mining the database in her search. A ping on the adjoining console as a message box popped up with the details of the first message, the one sent to Grady. He looked at it carefully, but couldn’t seen anything unusual, except it definitely came from Kildark’s office.

“What about the other one ?” Grady asked.

Shrilla glanced at the message he was reading, then looked at him with concern.

“I can’t seem to trace it. If it was sent from Kildark or any of the directors it would have shown up in these searches.” 

“Hmmh !” Grady muttered.

He now had a good idea who assigned her to take out the hunter ships, but what could he tell her ? Nothing !

“I know, I know... it should be here, but there’s no such record. I’ve even done a search under content phrases that I remembered being part of the message. Even if it was spoofed by someone within Command other than the directors, that should have brought it to light.”

“So...” Grady prompted.

“So, there’s no trace of that mission being deployed from Command which means it wasn’t issued by them.” She pressed some keys and the screen returned to the console login effectively ending the search.

“I now have a huge problem,” Shrilla finally admitted. “I took out two ships on Simos Station on false orders. Who could have organised that, and why ... and why me ?” She looked as though she’d been shot with the laser again, her face pale and waxy as the shock hit her.

Grady decided to offer some support. “Maybe you were the nearest effective agent and someone wanted to ensure the hunters were removed as a threat either to me, or the AWA. If the threat was to me, then it still means someone in AWA blew my cover. If the threat is to AWA, then perhaps me not being at Command was part of the plan. When you stop and think about this, there’s me being blind sided, you being set-up and AWA footing the blame for everything. What would be their next step ?” he concluded.

“If they failed to take us out and know we’re now together they will have no choice but to change their plans, and their target.” Shrilla caught up with his theory.

Grady nodded at her, “Whoever they are will try to take out the other two people to protect themselves. – “

“ – Then whoever is left is the mole,” she finished for him. “We need to warn them.”

“We can’t – “ he responded.

“ – because then if it’s one of the directors they will know we’re onto them and will change their plan,” Shrilla said.

“Will you stop finishing my sentences for me !” Grady asked, annoyed, but only because she was as sharp as a pin now her sedatives were wearing off.

“How fast is your ship ?”

“You mean can it get to Gamma in a day ?”

“Yes !”

“Ario ? are we refuelled and ready to go ?” Grady called out to the AI who though still in the cockpit would nonetheless be ear-wigging their conversation.

“Ten minutes if we need to fully arm, you will need to approve payload,” came the immediate response.

Grady’s look was intense as he scrutinised the reactions from Shrilla and was pleased with what he saw ; resolution and decision, she seemed happy to be looking at a confrontation - so was he. It had been three months since his last decent altercation. It can put you on edge when you’re on stand-by for that long. He needed action and it seemed he might just get his wish, but he wasn’t overly keen on the mission, the feeling he had when the ships exploded, that ominous feeling in the pit of your gut that tells you that trouble is brewing, was getting stronger.

He sighed. “Let’s get going. There are suits and armour in that room over there, I’m just going to approve Ario’s list of weapons, then I will join you.”

He could have gone immediately, but had the thought that the reticent female agent might not be happy undressing in plain view and he had no other rooms on this level except his sleeper. His intention was to give her time to deal with that before he suited up himself.

“We can be there in fourteen hours if we don’t have to divert to avoid patrols. I have a feeling that we might not welcome any attention from the Core,” he informed her as he added armour to his already worn suit. He picked out a pair of laser pistols and clamped them to his hips, then a helmet with an active link to Ario and threw a comms unit at Shrilla who clipped it to her belt and selected the correct band for local chatter. It also recorded everything they said, saw and did which was normal practice in AWA. She left the ear-piece off until it was needed. Lastly, he picked up a black bag that went on every mission, it had toys in there that never failed to prove useful.

She retrieved her laser blaster from Citrix having added a NPB and a string of NFG’s, Nerve Freeze grenades which could harmlessly disable anyone within a fifty-foot perimeter for up to thirty seconds. If they ended up in a firefight with their own people, she wasn’t keen on taking them out permanently. 

“Ario, close screens and disable the locator's sensors in the cockpit.”

The light from the outside dimmed as the screens blanked, Shrilla looked across at him strangely.

“This is a secret location, I’m not about to give you, or AW a means of tracking me down - and before you say anything, the routines in Ario are mine, and are activated whenever I set home-base as a destination, or when we leave here. The blank screens are so you cannot locate approximate locations by eye.”

“Hmmh ! What makes you think the AW are interested in your whereabouts. You’re not that important to them.” 

“In that case you won’t have any problem in not being able to tell them my location, then.” Grady smiled smugly.

He could see the mechanics of her mind juggling everything as she weighed up her position. She would already know enough about him to be aware that pulling rank would have the opposite effect on him and realised that she needed his full cooperation to achieve any positive outcome.

“We need a plan,” she said finally to distract the discussion and put their relationship on a better footing. He could see the change of attitude. It was as if a switch had been turned on when she realised that he wasn’t going to be the kind of person to play games with and win. Instead she opened up a little on her thinking.

“We know there are only three people who know what we know. Kildark, Preston and Vangher. So, it’s going to be one of them, but I would probably rule out Kildark because we have the closest ties with him. It’s more likely to be one of the others,” Shrilla said by way of a peace offering.

Grady had no such loyalty to Kildark, he decided that he was as much a suspect as the other two. Neither of whom he had ever met. He said so.

“Oh ! I don’t know. If Kildark wanted to compromise the AW ops division, he would be ideally placed for it. As much as I hate to think it, he’s the more likely candidate,” he responded. Grady knew it would be useful if they disagreed, it would make their analysis more robust and tease out any weaknesses. They could automatically discount the ops staff because there was too much compartmentalisation within AW. A crewer wouldn’t have access to enough of the information to be able to put personnel, operation, location and timing into any kinds of workable format. That’s assuming they knew the codes to access the data grid in the first place. She was right, it had to be either Vangher, ops director, Preston, his deputy, or the ops controller, Kildark.

“What do you think would be their reaction to being discovered ?” Shrilla asked.

Grady knew what she meant. Would they risk an armed attack on the station ? He didn’t think so. A small force of assassins on an extract mission, but that would be all. 

“No, I think whatever plan they have it will be to sow confusion and put us off the scent while they escape or use misinformation to send us on a wild goose chase,” he said, shaking his head as if discounting further ideas.

“Are we missing something here ? Why ?”

“Why now, you mean ?” Grady replied.

“Yes, why was it important to move against you now, If it was one of those three, then they have known for years who you were. So, why strike now ?”

“I think you have to ask yourself who is behind the agent. Are they freelance working for their own ends, or is it a corporation plot to undermine the AW. If the latter, then it means there is something in the wind they don’t want us to know about,” Grady answered. It was his gut feeling that this was corporation-based. The involvement of Dalt back on Simos Station implied as much. However, he couldn’t dwell on that aspect yet. He needed to concentrate on the here and now.

“A distraction of sorts, perhaps ?” Shrilla offered and Grady wondered if that’s all this was, but something didn’t tally. He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. For them to act now meant they assumed we would be well out of the way. I’m sure your wounding was an attempt to take you out of the equation after I had been dealt with as well. I was attacked on Simos Station while you were dealing with the other ships.”

“You were attacked ? - So, that’s where the crews went.” Shrilla’’s eyes lit up at the revelation. “That makes a kind of sense. Like, if they were told you were an undercover agent then, they might want to take you out personally, and not bother about waiting to take out your ship. That explains a lot,” she said.

“How should we play it when we get there ?” Shrilla asked. Her mood was pensive, but Grady hadn’t known her long enough to push for her reasons. She was higher up the chain than him so might have her own allegiances. He decided he could trust her in this, and if anything else came up, he would watch her carefully. He had his own secrets to keep.

“We land and aim for debriefing as normal. Gauge the response and act accordingly,” Grady summed up their plan.

“...and if we’re attacked on arrival ? If we’re designated as rogue and expendable ?” Shrilla asked him for her own confirmation.

“We get out and regroup until we can see a way forward. I don’t want to be killing our own people,” he answered.

She seemed pleased at that. The idea of becoming your own side's enemy wasn’t part of their training. There were no contingencies for these circumstances. Grady decided that if they got out of this mess, they would instigate them as a matter of course. There had to be fail-safes.

“Coming up on Fording Station, Gamma Quadrant. ETA ten minutes,” Ario announced.

The station was the entry point to the ops centre. All ships landed there and crew were ferried underground to the secret HQ.

“Send references ahead. Advise Citrix is coming in hot, and we require emergency protocols,” Grady advised. This would tell the operators that they had either wounded personnel, or damage that required immediate attention. There would be no questions asked and they would be directed to the nearest valve to the entry point.

“You ready ?” he asked. Grady was amazed actually that the agent hadn’t pulled rank on him. They had gone the fourteen hours without a single reference to seniority. That in itself told him that the agent was serious operational material. He would look up her stats when he got a chance, I’d like to see how good she really is, he thought. Actually, he thought he just wanted to know how much better he was. It was a matter of personal pride that he aced his tests. He did it with everything. His upbringing was at fault. Living in a high-level political household from early childhood meant he was competing for attention from his parents as well as siblings to survive the private education system they were enrolled in. Whilst younger than his half-brother, Grady scored higher marks, but had had to work harder, whereas Hadrian always managed to breeze through his exams. Having a different mother, seemed to make the difference.

Despite the competitive spirit, he and Hadrian always managed to stay close. This was partly due to the cold, empty void that their parents provided by way of family life. They were constantly on show but never shown affection by either their father or mothers. It was left to them to support each other. They still did, albeit neither needed much in the way of brotherly support these days.

Grady saw they were approaching the gate and Ario was adjusting the vertical thrusters to drop them within a stone's throw of the valve. Excellent. 

They prepared to exit and engage whatever faced them. They didn’t expect anything until they entered the corridor so when Grady twisted the valve and the door opened and he was presented with a full squad of energy weapons whining on full power ready to fire, pointed directly at him, he was somewhat surprised.


Chapter Nine

AW Command entrance

“DISARM AND DISEMBARK – SLOWLY !” The command came from the first soldier. He had three blisters on his helmet, a squad leader. The others around him left Grady in no doubt they would fire if he gave them due cause. He wasn’t about to give up his weapons either. The trouble was in these close confines, that amount of fire-power would take out the internal walls of his ship even if they missed him, which he doubted would happen at this range.

He still wasn’t prepared to go down here and now. He made no move that could be considered offensive, but remained completely still. Only his lips moved as he spoke,

"Commander Grady, SO attached to Command - STAND DOWN GENTLEMEN.” He looked straight in the eye of the squad leader and spoke to him specifically.

The SL stared right back without blinking.

“Take us to Command - that’s an order, soldier,” Grady said firmly enough to be considered a commanding voice.

“Sorry, but Command has been breached, sir. We have orders to hold anyone who isn’t authorised.” The SL refused to back down, but licked his lips nervously.

“Check your authorisation with the directors of Command, but make it quick. I’m not going to wait here all day, soldier,” Grady kept up the pressure on the SL.

“That will not be possible, Commander Grady,” the SL replied acknowledging Grady’s rank.

Grady thought he understood, the soldiers were panicked, which meant Command was severely compromised. Grady needed to know just how bad, but thought it was possibly the worst news.

“I understand. We are too late to help. Are any of the directors still alive ?”

“I cannot answer that question, sir. I must ask you to disarm and stand down.”

“I’m not disposed to do so. Either you take us to Command or you shoot us, those are your two choices.” Grady kept cool and made sure the ice in his voice was as hard as permafrost, but he could see this was going to be an impasse that needed breaking somehow.

“Squadron Leader Range ?” Shrilla’s voice came from behind Grady, she’d so far not been observed by the soldiers outside the ship.

“Ma'am ?” The SL called out, not shifting an inch, but his stance showed he wanted to lean over to see who it was.

“It’s Captain Beyeur - I’m coming out - don’t get twitchy Pete, it’s Shrill,” she said calmly. Grady felt her move to his left and appear by his side. He glanced down briefly, she hadn’t disarmed either.

Grady realised from the exchange that Range knew her, but the man didn’t blink. He might be nervous, but was showing real professionalism. The other soldiers took their lead from him, and he was definitely in control of both them and himself.

“Ma'am - We’ve been ordered to take any unauthorised personnel and cage them until order is restored,” Squadron Leader Range informed her.

“Pete, this is important. The breach has been discovered because of a mission we’re on. We need to get to Command immediately. There is a corporation mole that is causing this. We need to get up there and work out who it is and stop them,” Shrilla explained. It wasn’t a lie, and until they could get up there and find out the truth they wouldn’t know what was really going on.

“I don’t know about that, ma’am, but I can’t just stand down, the base is under attack,” the SL explained. Grady could see the indecision in his eyes and his voice now indicated indecision. He was about to push the SL, but Shrilla got there ahead of him.

“Fine, then you’d best just shoot both of us and get it over with - because we’re about to walk through you to deal with the real problem on this base and you’re in our way. Understand, Pete ?” Shrilla kept her voice hard and firm. Grady was impressed.

That gave him the glimmer of an idea. Grady spoke. Still iron-hard, but with a hint of compromise.

“Squadron Leader Range, you’re ordered to escort us to Command to validate our credentials. We will not submit arms until we reach our superior officer and had an opportunity to establish such. If when we arrive there we are ordered by Command to submit our weapons, we will do so immediately.”  Take the fucking olive leaf, son, I don’t want to fight you, he said to himself.

Range looked at Shrilla, then at Grady his eyes screwed up as he came to a decision, then he smiled grimly. 

“Affirmative, Commander. Please fall in and follow us, do not make any move to retrieve your weapons. Your hands are to remain free until ordered otherwise.” 

Grady didn’t point out he was carrying his black holdall, but nothing was said and they stepped out of the Citrix and onto the apron.

“Squad, form up. Escort detail, four men with me, the remainder - guard the landing bay and this ship - nobody in and nobody out,” he ordered.

Grady turned and closed the valve, the door slid shut behind them. Range looked at him as if he was stupid.

“Squadron Leader, what is in there is off-limits to you and everyone else on this base, understood ?” he told him.

“Aye, sir. Understood,” Range turned and began the escort through the corridor. 

Grady looked at Shrilla, a slight tweak of an eyebrow was all the acknowledgement he got. That was a close call, he thought.

They progressed quickly through the underground bunker that they called the corridor. There were few visitors, so the guards at each checkpoint had plenty of time to give them stick over keeping their weapons. In the end, a sergeant who was working towards an extra stripe called ahead and got confirmation from someone in Command and they were allowed through without further mishap. The escort stayed vigilant and Squadron Leader Range went strictly by the book.

The floor of Command was in chaos. There were stretchers and medics working on the injured. Pools of blood and ricochet damage indicated this had been the path of destruction. Grady had anticipated worse and he soon found that he wasn’t wrong.

“How many dead ?” Grady asked one of the medics treating an administrative worker with what looked like a shoulder wound, as they marched through. Range turned, but didn’t stop the exchange and the detail slowed.

“Fourteen, sir. Twelve seriously injured, thirty-two shrapnel victims and a few minors,” the medic responded, harassed and under pressure. Their job was always nothing for an extended time, then all hell breaks loose and they can’t be in enough places at the same time to save everyone.

“Carry on,” he said as their escort continued to move them through the war-zone. Grady was worried. It was evident that they had been sorely compromised and an attack, possibly suicidal had taken place in the last hour. The point was - who was left in charge.

“How did they get in, Pete ?” Shrilla asked.

“That’s just it, Shrilla, they must have had clearance from the top to get into the elevator. Nobody knows how, but they breezed in and shot the place up.” He talked to them sideways as he kept up his escort. His manner was now easier with his decision to follow Grady’s orders, especially after the desk sergeant had cleared their way ahead.

“So, who’s in charge ?” Grady asked, concerned at the attackers apparent access to the director’s level which shouldn’t have been possible

“The Ops Controller, Sir ; General Kildark, the others are dead.”

“What ! Vangher and Preston both killed ?” Shrillla sounded incredulous.

Grady coughed. It couldn’t be. He had trouble believing that old buzzard would sell them out - cold-hearted, bloody-minded, but traitor ? No. It didn’t figure. He looked across at Shrilla. Her face had paled and he thought he understood why ; she reported directly to him and probably knew him better than most. This wasn’t going to go down well, they’d better tread very carefully. These guards would turn him into a sieve on Kildark’s orders and not worry for a second whether it was mandated, or not. None of these people had ever seen him before even though he could walk through the place using his own access codes.

They arrived at the elevator. With only enough room for five, Range and his 2nd got in with Grady and Shrilla while the remaining guards stationed themselves at the doors while Range. All of them were silent the long seconds it took to get to the Director level, overcome with the news. They were met at the elevator door by a figure that Grady recognised immediately, General Kildark.

“As you were, Squad Leader, I’ll take these two from here,” he told him sternly. 

“Sir, they’re still armed, I thought...” Range said quickly before the two got out of the lift.

“Yes, yes, I know, they aren’t going to shoot me, are you ?” He looked directly into Grady’s eyes.

Grady’s eyes locked on to the General’s and what he saw was an honest look that was showing a great degree of self control in place of a serious case of worry and concern, not the look of a man hiding anything. Grady relaxed a little and replied.

“No, sir, not today.”

The General smiled, but the eyes didn’t and Grady became concerned at what would be coming next.

“Hopefully not tomorrow either, which gives us another day to sort out this mess and find out what the grell happened.”

Then he added turning to the Squadron Leader. “Well done, Peter. You can wait here to escort them back,” he said, his brusque manner indicating he would deal with them and send them on their way again shortly.

Grady wasn’t so sure.

Kildark glanced at Grady and Shrilla. 

“Follow me both of you,” he ordered and turned marching swiftly to his office further down the corridor.

Grady took a look behind him and saw the bodies on stretchers about to be moved out. There was at least half a dozen. Someone had put up a fight. He couldn’t see if the Director and Deputy were amongst them.

“Right, let’s have it, then,” Kildark commanded as they cleared his office door and it closed behind them, an attentive ensign ensuring they didn’t see the bodies being moved out.

“How did you time your arrival here at this precise moment in time ? Are you prescient ?” he asked, then waved his hands at them in a ‘don’t bother explaining it’ gesture as he sat in his chair and leaned back.

His hawk eyes had not missed a thing. He looked at their weapons, glanced at Grady’s holdall, then looked up at him as if to say, I know what you have there, then looked back at Shrilla.

“Captain, perhaps you would care to inform me why you blew up two mutant hunter ships in full view of the station and Universal Television yesterday ?”

“I was... I was ordered to, sir,” she stammered, caught off guard.

“Oh ! by whom and why ?”

“Err.. The orders came from you, sir.” 

He shook his head. “No, not from me. How did you receive them ?”

“Coded signal, authentication was yours, sir.”

“I see, you obviously have your recorded exchange. Is it accessible ?”

“Yes-sir, but it’s on my ship and I’m – ” 

“Right, well we’ll get to that,” Kildark interrupted.

Switching his attention to Grady, the look narrowed even further, the man's eyes almost seeming to merge together giving him an intensely beady expression. His black eyebrows met and completed the transition.

“Commander, we meet in the flesh at last. Were you trying to leave without paying your docking fees yesterday ?”

“Sir, I was responding to a situation where my ship and I were under threat of involvement in Captain Beyeur’s mission. The choice was to stay and risk the ship being impounded, or make a quick exit until the situation clarified. The matter was compounded by the fact I had a stowaway, a person of interest to Lorgia’s security from the incident in the docks, sir,” Grady replied.

“Ah ! I see. So that’s how you two come to arrive here on the same ship,” he mused. His face maintained his permanently serious pose.

Grady had to hand it to Kildark, he was a cool customer. Nobody would look at him and believe he had just gone through a complete meltdown in security. Could he really be the infiltrator, he wondered.

“So, would one of you care to explain to me why those two incidents brought you to my door in less than twenty-four hours at a time when anyone who was sane would be keeping themselves at solar system’s distance from here. I take it you’re aware of what has transpired here and you have a theory ?” He gestured at their state of preparedness.

Grady shut up. It was better coming from Shrilla, she was on a one-to-one with him and would know how best to avoid the pitfalls.

He listened to her explain everything that had happened from her demolition of both ships, to their arrival here complete with their escort. She didn’t mention that the only possible candidates for the infiltrator could be him or one of the other two directors. She didn’t need to. Grady could see him pale as he put the pieces together in his own mind. He must have thought something of the same, but without the information that Shrilla had just given him, it wouldn’t have made sense. Now it did, and he could see where the suspicion led.

Grady remained still, but was poised for action. Kildark noticed.

“Stand down, Grady. Your skills are well known here and I’m not your enemy.” He waved at him almost dismissively, but Grady knew he was saying don’t be too hasty. He didn’t intend to be, he was just more concerned about his and Shrilla’s safety.

He sat for a minute digesting something that wasn’t sitting well with him. Grady thought he could understand what.

“So, it appears by my being the only one left alive out of the three members of the inner council, that I am obviously the traitor and it's your intention to prove it, then deal with me. I can’t say I disapprove of that, it’s exactly what I would do. However, I can only say that despite what it looks like, it's the wrong outcome, but I cannot prove it. Therefore, you two have to do it for me.” He pressed a buzzer and Grady went onto full alert, he saw the hint of stiffening in Shrilla and knew she was ready.

The door opened behind them, Grady’s gun was out and aimed at the head of the ensign before he had completed his entrance through the open door.

“Put your weapon away, Grady, he’s my fucking assistant, and he’s too good for you to use as target practice.”

“Sorry, sir. We’re a bit keyed up and you have to admit, you left things a bit open there,” Grady replied.

“Kelly, will you call in Range, at the double,” Kildark requested.

“It has crossed my mind, Grady, that if I have both of you shot, that there would no longer be a problem for me. However, I’m going to do something that goes against my better judgement, but will give you two a chance to find out who the real infiltrator is.”

As Range arrived in the doorway Kildark waved him right in. 

“Range, good man. I’m placing you and your squad under the direct and exclusive orders of Commander Grady and Captain Beyeur. You are to follow their orders regardless of consequences, those orders will not be countermanded by me, or any other senior officer in AW Command. If they tell you to shoot me - you will do so, is that clear ?”

Kildark turned back to them. “Don’t get me wrong - I’m not planning on getting shot, but if I don’t provide you with an immediate solution then we’ll be dancing around mistrusting each other for the next two days and there isn’t time to waste fucking around.”

Range stood to attention and slowly saluted, but didn’t confirm, his eyes were wide and he was looking at both Grady and Shrilla as if they could make everything make sense. Grady felt for him. They had to be the worst orders any soldier could receive.

“Kelly, have those orders typed up and ready to sign before these two leave this floor. Range, wait outside these two will be with you shortly.” He waved them both out, the door closed again.

“I think you know what’s needed. You are both ordered to find out how this event occurred, what weaknesses were exploited and who the traitor is, or was – there are a lot of dead bodies out there,” he said by way of explanation of the last point. 

“When you find the answer you have two choices, report to me, or go over my head – I understand the necessity to stand aside and will not fault you if you are unable to clear me and need to take it to a higher authority.”

“What will you be doing, sir ?” Shrilla asked.

“Doing, Captain ? I will be doing my job, and hopefully minimising the fallout from this débâcle.” His surliness returned.

“You have twenty-four hours - dismissed.”

Grady looked at Shrilla, they both turned and went through the door. Range was waiting for them, a very troubled look on his face. Kelly flew past them and back into the office with sheets of paper in his hand. He was back out within a few seconds, breathless. “Your orders, sir.” He handed each of them a copy of the orders, signed by the operations controller.

“OK, Range, let’s find somewhere we can talk about what needs to be done.” Grady indicated that the man should lead off and they headed down the corridor away from the removal of bodies. Range obviously wasn’t taking any chances until he knew what was going on. He found an office that wasn’t being used and checked it for bodies or personnel before he sat down at a desk that spanned the length of the room.

Sleight of Hand

“Range, it’s Peter, right ?” Grady asked.

Range nodded.

“We’re going to find out who the infiltrator is, but I have to be upfront with you now and say the likelihood is that it is Kildark,” Grady opened, looking carefully to see what Range’s reaction would be. Could the man be trusted ?

“I also have a problem that might, or might not need sorting. Are you two an item ?” He realised as he said it that he’d phrased it crassly. “What I mean, is it me against you two here, or are we all on even ground ?”

Range looked questioningly at Shrilla, but she just nodded. He looked back at Grady and answered.

“There’s nothing, sir. We’re both professionals and nothing will stop either of us doing whatever’s necessary.”

Grady looked at Shrilla, she just nodded. He took that as the end of the matter and put it out of his mind.

For the next five minutes he went over the ground they had established with Kildark and outlined a few areas of potential investigation. They decided to split up. Range had experience of investigating criminals in an earlier career, so he was set to taking statements and asking questions of everyone involved. Shrilla was the computer expert so set about trying to track down the real traitor and perhaps their footprint on the systems AW used. Grady had an idea, he decided he would interrogate the CCTV systems wherever they were active - he wanted to see who was where when the assassination went down.

Two hours later Grady was wishing he hadn’t chosen his own task. The mix of the mundane and the flash of activity with so many casualties was sobering. He had sequenced all the camera recordings and was now on the fourth run through from start to grisly finish.

Five men made their way through to Command. Their behaviour was perfectly natural until reaching the entry point whereupon they pulled out their handguns and sprayed hi-velocity rail-rounds throughout the Main Ops centre.

Grady watched scanning the visuals for something, a smidgen of intelligence he could use, but he couldn’t see anything yet. One man, who he couldn’t yet identify seemed to be holding back behind the others who from the screen looked similar, the must be clones, he decided. Grady had just picked up the different body movement of the fifth person and was wondering why he wasn’t pressing forward with the others when Shrilla came in.

“We’ve got more evidence.” She laid out her written findings and threw a memchip on the table where he was working.

“Kildark was definitely the originator of the message to the hunters – “

Peter came in at that point with a concerned look on his face. “We’ve tracked every move they made and we have just one problem.”

“You’ve only found four bodies,” Grady answered smiling grimly. He’d made the same connection himself.

Range was flabbergasted. “How... ?”

“I’ve watched the recordings. There is a fifth man, I cannot tell his identity from them. The others are most likely clones, and there seems to be something up with the cameras, or the fifth man is using some kind of portable diffusion device to offset the cameras,” Grady responded to his query.” Then added,

“He’s there one minute on the Command floor, the next he’s no longer in-shot.” 

Looking up at both of them he gave his opinion. “I believe that we still have an intruder on the premises,” .

“I’m on it.” Range sped off to alert his team and lock down the Command area. There will be more killing before this was over, thought Grady.

“What do you think ?” Grady asked Shrilla.

“I think something stinks, there are better and easier ways of covering your trail and Kildark knows them all. None of this sits right,” Shrilla replied. “However, he’s the only one alive. The medics confirm they tested all dead for ID confirmations and Preston and Vangher were the only corpses in that room,” she added.

“They were both in the same room ?”

“Yes, Vangher had apparently been shot close range with a flechette weapon, there were six rounds fired, three to heart and vital organs, two in the throat and one through the eye. Whoever shot him really meant for him to be dead.”

“What about Preston, how was he killed ?” Grady enquired.

Shrilla checked her printouts. “He was shot in the face by a single wide blaster.”

“Hmmh !” Grady mused, he was missing something... a bunch of some things, but he couldn’t see more than was presented to him. There were aspects to this that weren’t evident yet and until they were, the answers would continue to elude them.

The door burst open, Range was there, he’d been running.


Chapter Ten

Core Showdown

“You’d better come quick. It's Kildark – he’s been arrested.”

They ran. Grady was there marginally before Shrilla and could see there were Core personnel in the corridor all armed and holding back other members of the management teams outside Kildark’s office. They were out of their jurisdiction, this was a closed area. How had they gotten in ?

He pulled his weapons and gestured to Shrilla to do the same. They held them down at their sides, less obvious until they got closer.

He turned to the squad leader and gave him his orders. “Range, get your boys up here, I want this lot contained - nobody in and nobody out until you get orders from me.” 

Pulling up to the outer office area Grady and Shrilla spread out and pointed their weapons at the six men who were standing outside Kildark’s door. There were additional personnel inside that Grady couldn’t see yet. There was an almighty row going on inside and it temporarily distracted the men on the outside. They weren’t expecting any armed retaliation so were being a little sloppy.

“You boys are out of your jurisdiction - how did you get in here ?” Grady bawled as they approached the nearest and put a gun to his head to get his attention. His other hand was covering the others as they moved to swing their weapons up. “The first one to point a weapon at me will get a new hole in his forehead. We are in lock-down here and your presence is unauthorised,” he growled.

“We’re here to arrest a traitor and a spy. We have our orders,” the lieutenant spoke authoritatively. He didn’t seem concerned at the gun pointing at him, that was until Shrilla upped the power setting on her laser, the whine of the gun’s adjustment caught his attention and Grady saw the sweat break out on his forehead.

“As I said, you’re out of your jurisdiction, drop your weapons and move out of that doorway, or I’m going to treat you as part of the armed intrusion and shoot you on the spot,” Grady ordered.

“Excuse me ?” A strident voice came from inside the office and a hand waved dismissively as the uniformed person exited the office and faced Grady. “I think you will find Commander Grady, that there are more of us than there are of you and we are here officially to remove Mr Kildark who has committed the inexcusable crime of murder and consorting with the enemy. Your presence at this juncture, armed and aggressive is neither helpful nor warranted and might be construed as treasonous in its own right.”

The officer was one that Grady knew more than by reputation. Her hard-nosed approach to managing the security forces in Core was renowned and Grady had previously crossed swords with her when he was a naval attaché. Her presence here was serious, but how had the information got out so quickly ? Her response here was nothing short of miraculously fast. Somebody up top was pulling strings.

“Lt Commander Fuego, how nice to see you again - and your team.” He raised his other gun to point at her forehead knowing full well she would remember their last meeting. Shrilla would be covering the others, but they were sorely outnumbered. It was going to be a stand-off and climb down if something didn’t break. Then, out the corner of his eye Grady saw what he’d been waiting for.

He continued. “I would like to remind you, that under Core regulations, you are required to give up all weapons on entering into the Alliance of World’s neutral jurisdiction, and that under those same regulations you can be forced to do so if you refuse.”

As he finished the sound of weapons arming and the whine of lasers came from all around them and Range stepped forward pointing a large-bore multi-blaster directly at the group. If he fired it would take most of them out in a single burst. He wasn’t messing around. He had his orders and his ass was copperplate covered.

Grady glanced at him, he looked like he was enjoying himself. He caught Grady’s eye and the slightest glimmer of a wink passed between them. 

“Ah, I see reinforcements have arrived. Would you care to hand over your weapons to our security team ? Thank you so much everyone,” Grady requested flippantly.

Fuego looked furious and glared at Grady malevolently. 

“Squad Leader, would you escort these soldiers back to the main reception on the ‘other’ side of Command security and keep them there until the Lt Commander joins them. Retain their weapons until they are off the premises.”

“Sir !” Range responded and he and his men moved out the surly group of Core security leaving Fuego alone and feeling decidedly uncomfortable.

Shrilla bumped him. “Navy regulations ?” she muttered looking at him darkly.

He grinned. “It was all I could think of at the time,” he whispered.

Fuego was glaring at him. She’d been stripped of her baton and laser and was as harmless as a Gamma chick, a flightless bird-like creature that was so stupid it wouldn’t even run when faced with a hungry predator.

“Lt Commander would you join us inside General Kildark’s office.” Shrilla took over while Grady checked that all was as it should be. Kelly was standing completely undeterred by everything that had happened.

“Do you need me for anything, sir ?” he asked, completely aware that Grady was exercising his new authority in an extremely difficult situation and doing so without any apparent concern..

“Yes, try and track down where their orders came from.” He gestured to the retreating guards and their charges. “.. and who from here contacted the outside. Any questions field them to me, or Captain Beyeur until we get a grip on what’s going on.”

“Aye, sir, will do.” He smiled and charged off to get a comms specialist to help him track down the required information.

Inside AW Command

Grady walked into the office where Kildark was still seated. He was being unmanacled by one of the guards while Shrilla was returning upturned paperwork to his desk.

Fuego was standing alert, but confused. Her attempt at taking over the AWC had been thwarted, and now she was at a loss as to how to recover the initiative.  Grady wasn’t about to let her get the upper-hand.

“This seems to be a habit of yours, Fuego,” Grady said condescendingly.

Her face reddened, as she remembered their last meeting. She had arrested him for insurrection and sedition, but was rescued at the last moment ; right before he was shipped off to the prison colony. Later, it was discovered she’d ridden roughshod over evidence that would have acquitted him. He’d been so disgusted with his superior officers lack of support that he’d resigned and vowed to have nothing further to do with them. This was the first time in four years that Grady had met anyone from that incident. His feelings about it still rankled.

“I do as I’m ordered,” she replied awkwardly, but her demeanour showed she was far from beaten. Her eyes gleamed with hatred for Grady and his arrival here would do nothing but aggravate her attitude towards him.

“Sir ?” Shrilla ignored the altercation between Grady and Fuego and pointed her remarks at her boss, Kildark. “We have reason to believe that you are being framed by persons and for reasons unknown and need more time to investigate our initial findings. The fact that this Core officer is here with a contingent of guards to arrest you, with authorisations of unknown origins, implies that the matter originates outside of the AW Command structure.”

“Yes, you could be right, Captain, and I appreciate the work you both have done in such a short time. However, I’m afraid something has come up that needs your attention even more than this.” He gestured at Grady and Fuego. “Commander, please remove this Core officer and return to me for your orders,” he said dismissing them, “and if Kelly is still around, send him in on your way out.”

Fuego struggled against the guards and turned to him, as she was being led out. “You’re not out the woods yet Kildark ; you will be called to the Febrillo Council to account for yourself. Be ready to support the actions of your team here today, because if I have anything to do with it there will be charges heading their way as well.”

Kildark stood abruptly and leaned over the desk with such speed she shrank back as he bellowed at her. “Lt Commander, thank your lucky stars that Commander Grady here is as quick-witted as he is even-tempered. Even without reinforcements he would have had your people dead in their shoes had you made a single wrong move out there. And, let’s not discuss just how you managed to finagle your way in here... I’m going to bet you forged documentation somewhere along the line to get you to my front door. Be lucky, VERY lucky, I’m not putting you into the can for the duration of Grady’s investigation. Be assured that I’m going to document EVERY move you’ve made and it will be available at that same commission hearing you’re talking about. Pack a toothbrush if that happens because you may find yourself with a long stay in solitary. Have a good day, Lieutenant.” Kildark dismissed her with a nod of his head towards the guards and resumed his seat.

Grady was impressed ; he’d never seen Kildark with his teeth bared. It was everything he’d imagined it would be. Fuego visibly shaken walked out of his office without another word.

He grabbed her arm and guided her forcefully to the corridor wall and pushed her up against it. “Just in case Kildark didn’t make it clear to you, Fuego - if you come after me or any of my people now or in the future I’m going to take the greatest of pleasure in putting a bullet in your head. You’re a fucking liability to the Core and you’ve crossed me twice - the third time is the last. Understand ?”

“You can’t threaten me, Grady, you’re a ‘nothing’ and always were. If I’d had my way you’d already be serving time without parole on Gueppo.” She pushed him away. “And, as soon as I get out of here I will be putting your ship and you on Red Alert status, a person of interest in the attack on Simos Station yesterday.”

“Range ?”

“Yes, boss ? Did I just hear her threaten you, sir ?” he enquired politely. “Shall I put her in the brig to cool her heels for a day, or two ?”

“You wouldn’t dare !” she accused, but looking at them both at that second realised they would do just that.

Fuego looked suddenly sick, her injudicious moment of grandstanding had just cost her dearly, she knew she had just made a mistake. 

Grady realising that she would hold true on her word, had an inkling that he would need to be leaving shortly and the Core navy, if looking for him actively would happily hold him until it suited them to release his ship. He had no compunctions about what he was going to do. He smiled at Fuego and turned to reply to Range.

“I think that might be prudent. Make it forty-eight hours. I have a feeling I’m going to need that much time to clear Core space. Take her down and don’t let her communicate with anyone. Kildark’s orders still stand. Reason for detention is to be stated as ‘prisoner has information sensitive to an ongoing investigation and is to be held incommunicado until such time as investigation is concluded'. While you’re doing that, I want to know chapter and verse on everything she knows about how the Core navy got involved in an issue that is out of their jurisdiction. However she swings it, she’s committed offences and will be brought up on charges - and this time she won’t get off lightly.”

“ I don’t want to bust your flush here, Grady, especially as you’re enjoying yourself so much, but didn’t Kildark give her a free pass out of here ? We can’t go against his orders.”

“Actually Shrilla, he wasn’t in a position to give orders. We have full control of this investigation and this poor excuse of a Core officer is now a suspect in it. We have jurisdiction.” Grady smiled coldly. He wasn’t about to let Fuego leave and be ready to shoot him out of the skies as soon as he got into open space.

Fuego was losing it, but Grady didn’t care. “Take her down, Squad Leader. Tell her troop they are free to go, but we’re holding their officer as a hostile witness for further interrogation into the forging of documentation to gain access into a secret establishment of a neutral ally.” Holy Grell ! She almost started a war today, he realised, as he pushed her towards Range and grabbed Shrilla to walk back towards Kildark’s office.

“You won’t get away with this, Grady, I'll have you shot dammit. Forget that, I’ll shoot you myself,” she cried as Range dragged her off.

“Quiet, Lieutenant, he’ll make you stay longer if you keep threatening him,” Range told her as they proceeded out of earshot.

Grady smiled - he would too. He was impressed with Range. He could do with a promotion.

Shrilla noticed his look. “Fuck, I really wouldn’t want to get on your bad side, Grady. You sure don’t play nice.”

Grady stopped. “That woman falsified documentation, ignored witness statements and tried to have me incarcerated on Gueppo, a prison planet that has no return passengers. If it hadn’t been for one man, I would have been an erased memory in the history of the navy. The only reason she’s not on Gueppo herself is that she has friends in high places, and I think I know how she came to be here, but we don’t have time to deal with that issue right now.” Grady fairly spat the words out. The anger he’d held in check for the last four years was surfacing and he didn’t like the taste. He was struggling to control it and put it back down deep where it couldn’t poison everything he touched or came into contact with.

Shrilla’s answer was to grip his arm firmly and whisper to him while holding off at the edge of Kildark’s office. “You don’t have to justify anything to me, Grady - we’re on the same side.”

“Get in here you two - we have a problem,” Kildark called to them.

“Just the one, sir ? That’s nice,” Shrilla responded sarcastically as they each took a seat.

“Kelly tells me you’ve just resolved an issue, or three in the corridor. You going to have a problem, or is it contained ?” Kildark looked at Grady with those hawk eyes of his and Grady just shrugged. “I’m just following your orders, boss. We’re trying to contain the investigation and it looked about to get taken out of our control,” he replied.

“Quite so, in which case I approve your actions. Range can keep me posted in your absence.”

“Absence sir, where am I going ?”

“I’m sending you both. You’re our best two agents and I think you will need every advantage you can put your hands on out there. The corporations are up to something. I’m not convinced today’s little débâcle isn’t unrelated. If it is, it’s going to be a nightmare scenario and one we’re not prepared for. We could lose the AW if we don’t get to the bottom of today’s incident, but unfortunately that pales into insignificance when compared to what I believe may be occurring in the Archon Sector.”

“Which is ?” Grady looked at Kildark with a suspicious glare.

Kildark glared back. He knew what Grady meant - was this a diversionary tactic to get them out of his hair. 

“Which is, Grady - that ENCIO has discovered valuable resources on Archon-5. Unfortunately, their land-base appears to have been attacked by possible mutants. We don’t know the full details, but we have received an unofficial request to intervene. We know ENCIO have also contracted six hunters to eradicate them once found. Your job is to get there, identify and intervene between them, the land-base, the hunters and ENCIO. I don’t want another genocide on our hands.”

“Why do you think this is related to our problems here ?” Shrilla asked.

“Because this is the second request.” Kildark paused. “The first was received and got filed under ‘unsubstantiated claims’ despite it coming via our source within ENCIO.” Kildark looked decidedly glum over that revelation.

“Who shelved it ?” Grady asked, knowing what the answer was going to be.

“Apparently, I did.” Kildark looked up at him and without wavering, glared at Grady “Only it wasn’t me - I didn’t see it, only the one that came in while you were investigating the attack here. Our source was upset the first message had been ignored and gave me a hard time over it. I’m glad to say that although we have lost a day, there have been no further developments on Archon-5. However, that could change in an instant.”

“So, why now ?” Shrilla asked again.

Grady answered. He’d come to the same conclusion as Kildark. He also decided it would sound better coming from him. 

“Because ENCIO wants this planet’s resources to themselves. Whoever intercepted the first message also set-up this attack on AW Command, either as a diversion to keep us occupied without any directors or operational control or as the start of a coup. I think Fuego’s timely arrival points the finger at the latter and the Corporations.” 

“Dammit ! The Core aren’t even supposed to be in this part of space, they are so far out of their jurisdiction that they cannot possibly justify their actions to the Alliance.” Kildark exclaimed.

“But, that would be an act of war - wouldn’t it ?” she gasped.

“Not necessarily, it might well be viewed as a half-hearted attempt to over-reach themselves and that would certainly be how it would be played in Council,” Kildark commented. “Whoever is involved would attempt to downplay it to a misdemeanour - nobody wants another war.”

Grady had a sudden premonition. “You realise this might also be intended to divert our forces away from here to leave you exposed.”

“It had crossed my mind, yes,” Kildark replied.

Grady saw an opportunity. “Sir, if I may make a recommendation ?” Seeing the nod from Kildark he proceeded. “Squad Leader Range might prove invaluable if he had a larger force under him,” he suggested.

Kildark frowned, then brightened. “Good idea, I’ve had my eye on him. I’ll see what I can do.” He made a note on his pad. 

Grady intended to ensure that Range was in a position to protect Kildark and the AW from further mishap. Currently, he was the only person in this building that Grady felt he could trust, present company excepted. He glanced across at Shrilla, she seemed pleased with the exchange. 

“I have just one concern. With me going in as a fully-fledged AW agent, does this mean my cover as a mutant hunter is blown ?”

Kildark sneered grimly. “I think you can safely say that once Fuego gets out of here - and she will, but not too soon, I hope - there will be ‘open season’ on you if you ‘aren’t’ protected by the AW’s influence in this sector. 

Your undercover work is finished as of now.”

Grady was relieved. It had been a hard battle to keep up the pretence of being a hunter when his natural tendency was to protect the mutants from being eradicated. As an agent he felt he could do more now, especially with the experience of working alongside hunters behind him.

Kildark hadn’t finished. “Kelly will give you your authority strips on the way out, put them on before you leave here, they will be validated by the system and will clear the cache of your old authorisations. You will both have BETA10 clearances and your authority on Archon-5 will be autonomous by necessity. That’s in case anything happens here. The AWC will allow you access under all circumstances ; you will also be able to direct the AW fleet to come to your assistance. It’s not something we normally grant and if Preston or Vangher were here, they wouldn’t approve. However, these are extraordinary times and I cannot afford for you two to get caught up in any political wrangling.”

Grady and Shrilla exchanged surprised looks. BETA10 gave them the highest clearance in AW Command. What wasn’t Kildark telling them ?

“Your ship is cleared to depart. I took the liberty of sending the file to your AI with the mission particulars and you can update en-route. Timing is crucial and you need to be out of this system before the Core gets their report on your activities here. Your ship would become target practice for their missiles.”

“What about any further attempts to take you, sir ?” Shrilla asked.

“In hand, Shrilla, in hand. If I had expected such actions from the Core, I would have been better prepared. Undoubtedly they did not anticipate your joint effort to turn their plot to oust me on its head. Good work, by the way.” He smiled - the look strangely out of sync with his features.

“Thank you, sir. I take it you have put security in place to keep things ticking over until we get back ?” she asked.

“Mostly, but I won’t make it easy on any future efforts. We have friends in high places too, and I’m going to be calling in some favours to see us through this.

Right, get moving you two. Your ship transponder has been re-calibrated to AW status. I fully expect that neutrality to be honoured, but don’t expect automatic right of way in Core space. It won’t help much if they catch sight of you - so keep on your toes.  Dismissed.”

“Oh, and Grady ? When you get back - be ready to give me ‘chapter and verse’ on your personal history with Fuego.. all of it,” he insisted.

Grady nodded tersely. Like fuck I will, he thought to himself.


Chapter Eleven

AW Command Centre, Fording Station, Gamma Quadrant

Range watched the moving display on the screen.

He pointed, “There it is again.”

Barr flicked some keys and another screen displayed. This one had rolling code, some of it highlighted by a screen filter he was running.

They had been running the replays for two hours, and each time they detected the same tiny fluctuation in two places. The first, when Preston and Vangher arrived at the security checkpoint, the second when the assassination squad entered Preston’s office and shot both the directors. 

“What do you think ?” Range asked Barr.

“I think someone doctored the video-stream on the fly.The question is - why ?”

“That would mean whoever it was has access to the system at top level, do you think they hacked in ?” Range asked knowing the unlikelihood of that because their network was a closed system.

“No, I don’t. This code here,” he pointed at each of the sections that were highlighted, “originated within the network.”

“Can we trace the location ?”

“Yes !... No !” he dissembled, then sighed.  ”There’s a bit of a weird problem with that,” Barr looked at him oddly. “The node in question doesn’t exist within this building.”

“..but, you just said it originated inside the network, that has to be inside this building, there is no external access.”

“I know. It’s on the network, but it’s not a known ID. Someone has a ghost-link within the building and is using it to monitor and modify the information being seen and recorded.”

“Kildark ?” Range offered, thinking it would need to be very senior management.

“I don’t think so. Some of this occurred while he was ‘in’ the videos elsewhere in the building with witnesses to prove he was there.”

Range was still dubious. “It’s strange that if someone wanted to remove the head of the AW, why not Kildark as well ?”

Barr nodded. “I was thinking the same myself, it’s SOP that in the event of the directors being indisposed, that the operations controller would run things.”

“So, why wasn’t he a designated hit ?” Range mused.

“Someone ‘wanted’ him to be left in charge ?”

“Yet, the news gets out and within a few hours we have Core navy team in here trying to arrest Kildark for the assassination of the other two. Who gave them the information and why is Kildark being framed, and if they’ve failed - what’s their next move ?” Range wondered out loud. He was flitting back and forth between the videos. Something wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t put his finger on the reason. He sighed, thinking he’d come back to it when his mind was clearer. He was more worried about Shrilla. Grady was someone well capable, and she was too, but their mission had all the hallmarks of a possible killing zone. He’d seen enough of those in his time to get the tingle that warned him when something was going down there.

“I need you to find this ghost,” he said to Barr. “Do it quietly and without disturbing anything.” 

“No problem, I’ve got some kit in my locker that might help with that.” Barr smiled, tapping his nose on the side. Then he was gone, leaving Range to consider his next move.

He was just about to check on the unit who were currently supplementing the security teams at the corridor entrance when his comms buzzed. “Range, who’s this ?” he asked.

“It’s me, Fagg, sir. We have a situation at the corridor entrance, we could do with your presence to resolve the matter, sir.”

“I’m on my way, give me the details over my comms.”

“Well, sir, it’s just that we have a stand-off here between a new Core navy squad and ourselves and there’s a gunship floating outside the entrance with its SK’s pointing straight at us.”

Damn ! He thought quickly. “OK, don’t let them past you and don’t give up your weapons. If necessary shoot their officer first. In fact, make sure at least half of you have your weapons trained on him. If they open fire, he goes first. Tell him that.”

Range called a number on his unit as he ran. The call took the rest of the time he had to get down the corridor to finish, by the time he got to the entrance the rest of his team had assembled.

One of them passed his armour along with his battle weapons. “Just like old times, sir !” He laughed. Everyone had earwigged the comms between Fagg and the boss, they knew what was expected of them.

AW Command Entranceway

Kildark arrived and beckoned to Range.

“What’s going on, Peter ?”

“I think the Core want their officer back, sir,” Range smiled grimly. “The gunship covering the entrance is armed with a kinetic rail-gun which at this close range would blow the entrance away.” 

The rail-gun was a deep-space weapon, SK’s or ‘Ship Killers’ they called them. If the main entrance went down the rest would be taken out by the ground units. No doubt about it, this lot meant business.

Range gestured to the group of his men standing with Caryns, his number two.

“Take up secondary positions at the entrance to AWC proper, keep to the shielding along the edges - if they fire that fucker it will take out the first hundred feet of corridor and the percussive blast will finish the job. Make sure you’re all helmeted and hunkered down.” Range turned to General Kildark, “Sir, I suggest you move back with Caryns. It’s going to be pretty crazy here in a few minutes.”

Kildark nodded. “You have a plan for this, son ?” he asked.

“Sir, I do have a plan of sorts, it’s going to be a bit tight. You could say it can be a real bitch to land around here, sometimes,” he grinned as Kildark joined the group ready to fall back.

He glanced at his 2nd and nodded as the man went to move off. Caryns knew if the blast occurred, then Range, Fagg and the others outside would be dead, and he would be tasked with keeping the AW’s HQ free of boarders.

“No worries, PR, they’re not coming through a second time,” he answered the unspoken order.

Range grimaced, and twisted the valve to join his men on the other side. The angle and the door’s thickness meant that those inside couldn’t be seen from the entrance. The rail-gun wouldn’t worry about that, it would take the whole wall out. Anything less would be stopped dead by the reinforced plasteel.

He cycled the hatch closed behind him and took in the scene in front of him.

His men, all armoured as per SOP when on main duty, were now fanned out away from the line of fire from the gunship. It was hovering outside, its rail-gun hanging underneath and the air coolers used for atmospheric firing revolving around the turrets. Mean-looking fuckers, he thought grimly. They would drill right through the entrance, and right up to the AWC proper doors. The blast would take out everything in between. He glanced at the enemy soldiers. There were at least two squads, twenty Core marines facing the entrance. All had weapons trained directly on the sentries, and now also on him.

Range flicked his speaker to announce-mode. It would play in every open comms unit within receiving range of them. That would include the public landing pad and the arrivals terminal. He had no doubt the news cameras were already beaming this live across the galaxy. This would be hot news and whatever happened here, it would be seen that the Core navy had broken the peace accords.

“Core ! You have no jurisdiction here in AW territory. This is the second time in twenty four hours that you have committed an act of aggression against this neutral complex. The Council have been notified and all public feeds are now trained on this area. Remove your men and the gunship, or it will be considered a hostile ‘Act of War’ against the Alliance of Worlds and the Febrillo Alliance.”

The Core officer who was standing off to the left, also out of the line of direct fire, responded using his own public broadcaster, 

“The AWA have unlawfully detained a serving Core Naval officer. We require you to surrender them into our custody for trial through Core Naval courts where you will be able to present any evidence of a crime committed against the AWA,” the officer responded, also on public speaker. The ranks in front of Range adjusted, as if resolving to stand their ground. They felt they had the high ground and weren’t about to back down. The ship behind them reinforced their superior position giving them the confidence to ignore the neutral zone laws.

Range wasn’t concerned. The soldiers weren’t the danger. The SK was his only worry at this stage, but he wasn’t about to give them what they wanted. He’d been in more fire fights than any of the men in front of him and he could already see where to hit them to fold their attack.

He responded by stating the official line, more for the listening news drones than to convince the officer to pull back. Whilst he was only a security officer, he also had a good grasp of the public relations angles of fire fights and knew how to state the facts in a positive light, one that his superiors could stand behind.

“The Core officer who attempted to overthrow our complex this morning also threatened our agents while trying to kidnap our Operations Director. She is to be detained until such time as we can secure the safety of our agents in the field from Core retaliation. She will then be handed over to the Justice Department Investigators for crimes committed against the Alliance.”

Range heard the whine of the SK warming up. It was either bravado, or stupidity. If the gunship opened fire it would begin a war that neither side could win. It was the reason they’d had a ceasefire in place across the galaxy. No, something serious was going on here, and it was more than just about retrieving their officer. They wanted the AW closed down for some reason and intended it to happen - one way, or another. Why ?

Range’s ear piece stuttered with static and a message came through. “Inbound. Stand by.” He recognised the voice but the static being created by the gunship’s actions were breaking up the signal. He hoped it meant good news.

He concentrated on the peripheral area of the landing zone while half listening to the bluster from the bumptious idiot in front of him. He was looking for whatever ‘inbound’ meant - was it a gunship, a military squad ? He couldn’t see anything and was beginning to wonder if the message had actually been for him. He focused back on the scene in front of him.

The officer was adamant “...It is not acceptable. Lt Commander Fuego was acting under the direct orders of the Council. She is to be released immediately and you are to surrender yourselves with immediate effect. Stand down now, or..“ He looked up, startled by something outside Range’s view. Whatever it was, the officer was no longer concentrating on him and his men. Range glanced at them to see they were likewise distracted. A wind was picking up and dust whirls flew around between them that increased in frenzy as he monitored the troops opposite him who were just as startled by the change in weather as he was.

As he continued to watch, weapons still primed and ready to engage, a large shadow filled the view around the gunship darkening the entrance as though nightfall had arrived, which wasn’t due for a good eighteen hours yet. Partly shielded by the overhang, Range couldn’t see what it was without moving out into the ranks of the CN troops, but he had a pretty good idea from what he was able to see and the increase in the air pressure as the whirls became gale force.

The Core officer had a better view and was staggering back as he tried to take in what was going on above him. Range moved the men forward to close with the Core soldiers nearer the entrance. His men's weapons blinked green, then red to signify they were armed and set on ‘deadly force’ while they struggled to maintain their positions against the force of the wind blowing. All of a sudden it eased as the belly of a large cargo transporter appeared in his helmet view. It was at least ten times the size of the gunship and descending in a controlled action that would crush the ship and everything within if the pilot misjudged his distance. As it was, the tricky handling of such a large vehicle was a testament to the skills of the pilot. 

The gunship’s crew had only a split second to decide whether to move from under, but they either didn’t believe what their cameras and instruments were telling them, or had no idea what to do next. Seconds later the decision was made for them as the transporter touched and pressed squarely on the gunship’s upper shell causing it to shudder while its engines fought to retain control. The increasing weight pressed the whole ship down until the bottom made contact with the ground. 

Under the force of the weight of the transporter, the gunship began to settle, its hull desperately trying to retain its shape, and failing. The rotating rail guns were crushed in the process, leaving the ship defenceless and the men on the ground without their support.

“Now !” Range ordered, speaking directly to his men through their comms. Behind him the entrance opened up and his reinforcements swept through the door in two’s. By the time the nearest Core officer looked back at Range, he faced two squads with heavy weapons and Range could see his opposite's appetite for battle suddenly wither as he realised that they had been outmanoeuvred.

Range spoke through the public network again.

“You have sixty seconds to remove your men from this entrance, after that we will consider your continued presence an act of aggression and you will be shot. No further warning will be issued.

58....57....56...”

The officer in charge turned to his men who were watching keenly for their next order - shoot or retreat. He dropped his hand down and signalled his men to stand down and withdraw.

He sighed and nodded at Range confirming he had won this time. His voice came across the battle comms which wasn’t public, Range knew it was for his ears only.

“This isn’t the end of the matter, you know. The Core have a long memory and we always give payback.” He backed off a few steps before turning and walking behind his men towards the landing pads. They would have come from a covert-ops ship sat out there. Range would have appreciated a chance to listen into their comms traffic over the next half an hour. That would be revealing.

His own comms buzzed. 

“Ha ha ! I think that flattened their ego a little, don’t you think ?” came the voice he’d heard earlier.

“Indeed, MacCullum. You saved a lot of lives today, possibly even stopped a war,” he responded gratefully. The pilot was a close contact of Grady's. Range had been advised that in the event of any possible firefight out the front, to call him and tell him what was going on, then leave the rest to him. They’d hatched the plan while on the run to the entrance. Range was impressed.

“You tell Grady, we’re all square now. The next time, he’ll owe me one.” 

“I’ll tell him, but you might yet have problems with the damage you just inflicted on the wasp beneath you.”

“Tell Grady I’ll send him the bill, if I get one. Adiós !” and the comms clicked off.

There was a heavy graunch as the cargo transporter lifted off, leaving the squashed and partially buried gunship behind. With the pressure relieved, the frozen hatch squealed open and the two crew warily crawled out.

Range walked towards them and beckoned them close so they could hear him. He pointed at the crippled gunship.

“If this piece of shit isn’t out of my sight within the next hour I’m going plant RBX4 in it and blow it to scrap. Clear ?”

They nodded and ran off in the direction of the terminal. Not such heroes when they didn’t have a big gun pointing at everyone.

Range looked up to see press and TV cameras hovering and spiralling around the scene. They would make a good week's news out of that incident. He hoped it would pull the Core’s teeth a little. If not, they would be back and the next time it would probably be a missile down the throat of the AWC.

“Stand down, men. Good job,” he called.

“Full debrief ; my office, one hour,” he signalled to his seniors. They would meet in the canteen, that being Range’s office.

Range went back through the entrance and twisted the valve closed behind him. 

Kildark, who had been watching the proceedings on internal cameras, approached, a genuine smile on his face.

“You visited a ‘crushing’ defeat on the enemy, I see,” he slapped him on the back.

“Actually, you can thank Grady for that. Had it not been for his contacts we would have had a rail-gun up the throat, no two ways about it. I believe the Core were working on the principle of once in possession of the AW and you eliminated, they would have nobody to answer to. I suspect we’re going to have fucking great big targets on our backs for the foreseeable future,” Range railed, but he was only letting off post-confrontation steam. Kildark knew, and let him. It took icy nerves to stand up to a threat like that. He was himself grateful for Grady’s recommendation. It had proved timely.

“Range, I’m grateful to you for your courage and loyalty. I know Grady is on over-watch and his presence is felt, but he wanted to make sure you were recognised before he left. I’m promoting you to Security Director with immediate effect. We have never had the position before so I’m making up a new spec for you, but suffice to say, you’re now in charge of the complex AND the AW’s security forces. They are yours to command.”

“Thank you, sir. Does this mean I get my own office ?” Range asked.

“You won’t need one, but if you do, I think your present arrangements will work perfectly, don’t you ? At least your men appreciate it.” He grinned and walked off. “It will be posted by the time you get to your briefing. Congratulate the men on a job well done,” he called out as a parting shot.

A perfect example of being handed a poisoned chalice, Range thought to himself, wondering just how the hell he was going to manage to grow into his new job in time to be effective against the whole of the Core navy. “Thanks Grady !” he muttered grimly.


Chapter Twelve

Raising the Stakes

MacCullum studied the ground cameras as he reversed the thrust on his transporter, lifting it carefully off the top of the squashed gunship. He duly noted in the maintenance log that two of the sensor nodes fixed at the base and tail-end were giving nothing back, probably scrunched and now in need of replacing, but that was all the damage his vessel had incurred in the exercise. Structurally, his ship was designed to land on any planet and take off under its own power, but he hadn’t extended the stabilisers risking belly flopping the ship into the ground. The gunship hadn’t stood a chance when the reinforced base plates settled on its flimsy shell. Lucky he was a master pilot, or they might not have lived to escape the wreckage.

He looked out through his cockpit at his exit point two miles past the passenger terminal. It had been temporarily shut-down when the gunship arrived on the scene, probably on command from the Core mother ship somewhere up above. The owners recognised there was likely going to be a firefight and as always, were aware of the monetary compensation payouts required if passengers were injured on their station. Their fingers would have been hovering over the steel shutters ; if it looked like a battle was about to kick off, they would slam down to protect the terminal from shrapnel damage. 

He detected shadowy movement from behind the building growing quickly in size, something was trying to approach out of his line of sight. He switched to extended camera view in time to see an armed Core gunship appear from its cover where it had sneaked up on him undetected. Now, it hovered just out of his path giving the impression it was ready to move to impede his departure. He also noted the sudden proximity above him of a Core transponder signal, just out of camera range, but showing clearly on his sensors, a warship, probably pulled from their border patrol. He immediately had his suspicion confirmed when his comms squawked.

“Unidentified vessel, this the CN Flag. We require you to land and prepare for boarding,” the voice came over his speaker.

MacCullum was furious and not about to acquiesce to their demand. “I’m not ‘unidentified’, you jerk, my transponder is broadcasting the ship’s ID, which is, as you well know the UL432 out of Gamma-2, and for your information I’m not obliged to adhere to the Core navy demands while in neutral territory. Unless you want to start a war with the Empire you’d best back off, son,” McCullum replied. 

He had no intention of letting the Core take over his ship in retaliation for his action against their gunship, which was itself breaking inter-space law. Luckily, he’d just had time to call his local bar before he engaged with the first gunship and ‘Fragger’ the barman had put out the call for support. It should be arriving - just about now.

His comms burst into life again.

“UL432, this is Captain Penner of the CN Warship Flag, you have ten seconds to stand down before we open fire. Your vessel is to be impounded pending an investigation into an act of sabotage against a Core navy ship. Land in the bay indicated by the strobe-flasher and...” the voice broke off as MacCullum observed multiple heavy loaders appear above and around the terminal, heading directly for him and the gunship currently barring his exit route.

“You were saying, captain ?” MacCullum replied, having seen what the captain was seeing and knowing his friends were coming to assist him.

“I was saying, land in the bay indicated and be prepared to be boarded. Should your friends be stupid enough to attempt to protect you, we have advised them we will simply destroy your ship immediately,” the captain responded, the nasally twang sounding irritatingly superior through the poor quality speaker unit in front of him.

MacCullum was amazed. They were prepared to start a war over his small contribution to the defence of a neutral organisation in neutral territory ? Something was going down here that he knew nothing about. He was about to call up Range for an explanation when a new voice cut into the comms and MacCullum realised things were about to go completely pear-shaped.

“CN Warship Flag - this is the AW Freedom, our fleet is returning to base from patrol. Please be advised that you are in neutral territory and should you open fire on any unarmed civilian vessel within the zone it will be considered an unprovoked act of war. In such an event please also be advised that your ship will be destroyed, as will any other vessel deemed party to the attack.”

The unit squelched as the Flag responded, the fury in the CN captain’s voice evident. “Freedom, this is not your concern. These are matters beyond your remit and we advise you to keep out of Core affairs. We have a duty to retrieve our officer and apprehend any individual or ship that deliberately sabotages our security forces and interferes in the legitimate retrieval of our personnel.” The superior twang was no longer evident, Captain Penner was not feeling so cocky now. 

MacCullum, who was listening carefully, noted the other loaders were still moving to cover him from an attack from space, while the gunship clearly represented a threat to him it was nonetheless reversing its position as he continued to fly towards his intended emergency exit point. He realised that the allies were gaining the upper hand, but the whole thing was precarious. The aggressive belligerence of the Core ship was going to be no match for the defensive approach of the Freedom fleet, but would the Core back down ?

“Flag, this is Freedom - your position is untenable. The officer you wish to retrieve was caught in the act of an armed incursion into AW Command where two of the directors had been assassinated. She was apprehended by their security team while in the act of kidnapping the operations director of that facility which is in itself an act of extreme provocation and places the Core navy under suspicion of direct involvement in the military takeover of a neutral territory. Please be aware that the matter has already been reported to the Council and an official investigation is under way. Be advised also that we have been specifically recalled from patrol to enforce the Alliance of World’s neutrality and are fully authorised to take any action deemed necessary. Withdraw immediately or we will be forced to fire on you. No further warnings will be forthcoming. Freedom out.”

MacCullum knew that the Alliance of World’s fleet was kept in top-notch condition. It was constantly on call to keep the peace in Corporation and Febrillo joint space and so had state of the art equipment and weapons. It might not beat a Core fleet, but a single warship it would certainly have no problems with.

There was a few minutes delay where everyone involved seemed to hold their breath. Would the CN Flag back down and withdraw, or were they so desperate to start a war that they would deny the legal right of the Freedom fleet to protect the neutrality.

“Freedom, this is Flag, I have no orders allowing me to withdraw, but nonetheless will do so while we await further instruction. There are two conditions. We will not permit the removal of our officer from current location and we require access to the officer in question to allay concerns as to her well-being. Flag out.”

MacCullum watched as the gunship that had been pegging his every move cautiously withdrew, its manoeuvring thrusters angled downward to give them additional lift while it negotiated its way between the over-flying haulers that continued to cover his ship from the Flag’s attack.

He sighed with relief, only now realising he had been very close to being the cause of a new war between the Empire and Corporations, although he also noted that Freedom had not acknowledged the Flag’s demands. MacCullum knew the captain of the Freedom. He would be happy to blow the Flag out of the skies. This was an ideal excuse and the captain of the Flag knew it. There would be no accommodating his demands, MacCullum was certain.

He’d never liked those bastard ‘Corey’s’ as he called them, so the Freedom fleet putting one over them was a pleasure that had been a long time coming. In fact, ever since they had picked him up on a smuggling run and he’d had to blag his way through their trigger-happy security cordon to deliver essential supplies to a mutant colony on Alpha-5. Had it not been for the then Lieutenant Grady directing the navigator to close in on his vessel under the excuse of close-scanning MacCullum’s cargo hold, those fuckers would have used him as target practice - fucking trigger-happy bastards, all of them.

“Thanks everyone...”, he put out as an open-comm call, “...beers are on me just as soon as I can land this beast somewhere safe from those Core bastards.”

Vargo Estate, Exodus

They watched quietly as the newsreel piped in the breaking news from the Gamma quadrant. The showdown between AWA’s pitiful defences against the Core navy’s attempts at bullying were being witnessed by billions of people across the galaxy. Most of them were old enough to remember the Core’s behaviour in the mutant wars and who still had a bad taste in their mouth over the poorly constructed peace treaty that left Core still holding all the big guns. 

As events unfolded on the screen they could only watch impotently as the timely intervention of the AWA’s fleet averted a full-scale attack on the AWC structure, which as the commentator said excitedly, probably forestalled the outbreak of a new Clone war. Certainly, the Flag was in a bellicose mood and the footage would be embarrassing for the corporations who openly financed the fleet. The potential fallout from this incident didn’t bode well for any of them, especially after what appeared to be an overt attempt to assassinate the heads of the AWA thereby leaving the only neutral force rudderless. 

The two men smiled wanly at the interview currently showing with the cargo captain responsible for thwarting the immediate attack on the AWC entrance. The bulletin showed high approval ratings from pubic feedback indicating that the Core were losing the public relations battle, if they were even trying. This MacCullum would be a galaxy-wide hero by the end of the day and a figurehead for all kinds of mischief against Core forces.

However, Elder Vargo was nonplussed at the timing and the level of the aggression. What were the Core so keen to keep hidden, that they’d openly court a new galaxy-wide war to protect it ? How deeply were they involved in the unfortunate incidents within the AWC this morning ? 

He turned to Frey who was watching pensively as the events continued to replay. He had family in the Gamma sector. If hostilities broke out they would be swept aside in the commotion. Frey, like everyone else, had believed that the neutral zone would prove to be a safe place to bring up family and invest in the future. Now, the Core were there showing how little regard they had for that false sense of security.

When he noticed the elder looking at him he became attentive once more, although his eyes still mirrored the sense of foreboding in his heart.

“Have you had confirmation from General Kildark yet ?” Vargo asked him quietly, aware of the man’s personal concerns playing out on the screen.

“Not yet, but they’ve had much to contend with. It appears as though the Core have managed to infiltrate the AWA’s systems and our sources tell us that there is still ongoing disruption,” Frey replied. 

Frey had himself been on the comms all day since the attack began and so far rallied fourteen of the council members, who were also Dispersal sympathisers, to sign a petition ordering the Core to withdraw from neutral territory. Admittedly it wasn’t going to have much  effect on the Core while they were up in arms over their imprisoned officer. Frey hadn’t informed Elder Vargo that it was Second Lieutenant Fuego and that she had been incarcerated by Grady. It wouldn’t go down well after the previous incident between those two. The fact that the Core officer had been caught red-handed trying to tear apart the neutrality and ride roughshod over the AWA was an embarrassment they couldn’t walk away from while she was still held by the AWC.

Frey had commiserated with Kildark over the loss of his fellow directors and tried to encourage the release of the Core officer. However, Kildark had relinquished command of security to Grady and his security detail and any intervention by him would be deemed suspicious under the current circumstances, hence Frey’s concerns. Grady whilst a good agent had history with the Core officer and it would be most unfortunate indeed if that proved to be the tipping point into war. 

Kildark was sympathetic to Frey’s worries, but had his own problems. He was being called a traitor openly by some members of staff and the council were contacting individuals for any facts they could get hold of to ascertain their stance in the matter. It didn’t help having the whole thing played out on the newsreels, although as Kildark said, it was at least forcing people to face the facts of a Core navy that exceeded the agreed peacetime fleet size by more than double, and that was just known ships.

A call buzzed through on their private network.

Kildark’s bleak countenance appeared and Frey slipped the call onto the main screen so the room’s audio would pick up.

“General ?” Vargo welcomed Kildark.

“Elder Vargo,” Kildark nodded circumspectly. His relationship with the Dispersalistas would have him thrown into a jail somewhere dark, dank and very remote if it was discovered. However, their mutual interests meant that it was imperative they worked together on many of the cases that the DIA uncovered. Without the DIA’s extensive espionage network the AWA wouldn’t exist. 

“Frey wanted to know the second my team were despatched to the Archon sector. They just left. These are the transponder codes and bearing in mind the shitstorm going down here right now, I would recommend you get one of your defender teams to shadow them. They’re going to need some backup.”

“I understand, General. I might also say, that the ‘shitstorm’ has been very ably managed, but fear that Grady has probably over-extended his involvement with your organisation. He’s going to be a major target for the Core and you don’t need that kind of attention,” Vargo suggested to the AWA director.

“He’s our best agent, Vargo. I don’t want to lose him,” Kildark replied, thinking the elder thought he was a liability, which he wasn’t. Not by a long shot. 

“Hmmh ! I understand. Perhaps we can find another use for him. I will await the outcome of the mission to the Archon sector before making a final decision,” Vargo compromised.

As the image of Kildark disappeared, Vargo turned to his secretary who was as much a friend as confidante, “Frey, we both know that Grady is finished with the AWA. To be honest, we could use him elsewhere. Give some thought as to repositioning him somewhere away from Core or AWA involvement for a while to let the heat die down,” he suggested strongly.

Frey, who knew just how deeply Grady was involved with the arrest of the Core officer and their history, was more than happy to oblige his superior and was already looking at upcoming scenarios that needed an agent of Grady’s calibre.

Exodus System - Simas’ Operation Centre

Where Vargo was deeply concerned over the turn of events on Fording Station, Simas was personally thrilled. He’d been planning to bring down the upstart organisation, the AWA, for years, ever since its ill-conceived idea was put into operation at the end of the Mutant Wars. He alone knew what it had cost him in terms of thwarted plans. He’d had to put his retirement on hold for years as a result. Now, after decades of planning and gerrymandering he was close to having not only his revenge on the DIA, the personal clandestine agency of his enemy Vargo, but also the Empire itself. He would also end up being the richest man in the known universe having surreptitiously taken major steps to ensure his investments would prosper in such a climate. 

The only downside to all of this was that the only person who knew of all the planning and secret operations against his competitors and enemies alike, was looking back at him in the mirror. His people knew nothing, believing him to be a committed Dispersalist and highly respected elder. None of his colleagues knew, with the exception of Vargo who believed something was up, but didn’t know what. Perhaps that woman, Shallon, who always appeared to be looking through him as if trying to read his thoughts, had suspicions. He shuddered ; she gave him the creeps and was a priority target for elimination, once the world order changed.

He’d foregone the natural-looking greying and wrinkling process of the anti-ageing serums and instead gone for the prime-look, the one that said to him that kept him as a perfect example of human engineering, which of course, he was. Unlike the other elders, Simas had completely embraced the cloning and rejuvenation technology and had secretly replicated much of the knowledge and expertise held exclusively by the Dispersalistas and was now selling it in a very private and exclusive marketplace. 

As a result, he was already fulfilling a major demand with world leaders, and corporate bosses wanting to extend their own lifespans and their active careers. All owed Simas their good fortune, and he was collecting on the debt daily and furthering his own ambitions in the process. He was already an incredibly rich individual, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to use his money to dominate the Empire and all the planets. His ambition was second only to his vanity although both these obsessions were well hidden from the view of his colleagues and associates. He believed he was the most successful entrepreneur in the history of their universe and unlike most, he knew there were others out there inhabited by humanity. He wanted to rule them too and with his immortality technology he would rule it forever.

The file on the cloned asset he had placed within Fording Station AW Command Centre was still on his viewscreen. The asset had died as planned and now he had no further use for it. He mentally closed the data image and instructed it to delete itself. There were no other copies, part of Simas’ ongoing security ethos was to leave nothing to be discovered by his arch enemy, Vargo and his DIA. The empty space blinked once to confirm the action. 

He chuckled, his mood frivolously drunk on the maturing of long held plans. The idea of creating a clone of Director Preston to eliminate another clone of Director Preston was designed to do nothing more than confuse any investigation by the AWA into his death. In the meantime, the real Director Preston was their meal ticket to the shut-down of the AWA. He mentally pressed the comms switch that would connect him to his party and was pleased to see it answer immediately. A delay would have meant that his importance to them had lessened. 

“We’re progressing well, don’t you think, Phang ?” he said with a smirk on his face.

The ENCIO director of security nodded. “I agree, but there are problems with the unfortunate failure to take down Kildark. It means Preston is locked-in until we can extricate him, probably until after the event now. Kildark needs to be neutralised as soon as possible. The news and the resistance to our actions are building and it will soon be impossible to disguise our involvement publicly.”

“We needn’t worry about that, your new battleships and superiority in space should ensure compliance from the Empire. We own enough of the world leaders to ensure our success. It will require you making sure that our enemies are neutralised, though. I hear that the AWA has sent out agents to the Archon sector. This was exactly what we wanted to avoid at all costs. They must be eliminated,” Simas told him keeping his tone even. His eyes didn’t betray his disappointment and simmering anger at the failure of Phang to complete his part of the mission. Still, no matter, his plans included the ultimate removal of Phang and the AWA might not even be relevant in the end.

“Update me on the shake-out trials of the new battleships,” Simas requested.

“Oh ! Yes, not bad, actually. The Dramatus and Carristo have been undergoing full stress testing of the new engines. The new power source mined from Archon is amazing, it performs at least 300% better than any other power cell in the Empire and the massive increase in efficiency means we can either carry 25% of the normal fuel load, or travel four-times the distance. 

“We’ve begun designing new ships based on the results from the trials and engine production is already under way. We anticipate all ships will be retrofitted with the power cells within the next two years. Sooner, if we can resolve the unfortunate matter of the indigent population without causing the Empire to take an interest - it’s still one of their planets, after all.”

“You and I know that, Phang. However, the records of ownership of that particular planet have been mislaid and as possession is 99% of planetary law, we can, and will, refute their claim on that world if it arises,” Simas reassured him. He knew because his own agents had removed all references from the Empire’s databases along with half a dozen other planets that were of strategic importance to him.

The discussion continued for a few minutes, the information he sought which Phang had already provided, was the successful conclusion of the Core naval tests on the new power source. What Phang didn’t know was that the companies that owned both the power source and the new engines were his. When production was scaled up, the profit from all the orders would flow to him. He was in control and it wouldn't be long before Phang and everyone else knew it.


Chapter Thirteen

Archon sector, ENCIO Corporation Controlled Space

Grady was feeling nervous “We need to be bloody careful here, we are deep in Core territory.” 

He flipped over the star chart he had in his notes. “What’s our time-scale to this Archon-5, Ario ?”

“We will enter Archon-5 orbit in twelve and a half hours at present speed,” the AI responded.

Shrilla voiced her concerns.

“I just can’t believe that Kildark thinks this is more important than the survival of the AW. A bunch of new mutants turning up is a big deal, but if the AW falls, then these mutants won’t have any defence from the corporations. It will be a bloodbath.”

Grady wasn’t so sure this wasn’t more important. He responded thoughtfully. “Reading between the lines of the mission notes I think Kildark isn’t telling us the full story. These people appear to have been established a long time. The medical notes recovered imply there is a fair degree of stabilisation, we just might have our first case of natural mutants, and that would set a dangerous precedent with the corporations and Febrillo Alliance. Neither wants mutants to become an issue they have to deal with out in the open. It could be what Kildark is worried about, that with AW neutralised, it would result in this problem being swept away out of sight. If we succeed in this assignment, then the AW becomes a real stumbling block to the corporations plans for expansion.”

“Yes, that sounds reasonable and an equally solid foundation for a cautious approach. Still, I feel as though something stinks in all this,” Shrilla replied reluctantly.

“I agree, but we need to concentrate. I think Kildark is over optimistic about his ability to call on friends in high places. In my experience, and I do have some in this, they have a habit of slipping through your fingers when you most need them. Politicians are two-faced and have a tendency to fall on the side of the hunters when they smell blood.”

He’d given Range a few contacts of his own before he left. He had no faith in the existing security and wasn’t going to leave the AW exposed. With Fuego out of the way for a few days, they had a window of opportunity that might allow them to complete this mission and get back without being blown out of space in any subsequent retaliation from Core.

While they still had time to kill, Grady relaxed and mentally reviewed the data. A prowler drone had first reported activity on the planet Archon-5 after it had successfully finished circumnavigating the planet. The drones were very sophisticated pieces of equipment, big enough to house four hundred tiny geological survey drones ; it would remain in position for as long as a year while its smaller cousins mapped the planet below. As it correlated the data, it continued to hone the surveys until it had specific areas of interest, then concentrated all of the drones in each area in turn to provide detailed maps of potential mining operations.

It was during one of these operations that the mainly automated land base was subject to an unusual attack. The humans who were researching the planet’s biology, mainly looking for pathogens and toxins that would affect the clone workers ability to operate had been attacked by a small band of marauding humanoids. Evidence indicated they were either mutant clones or an indigenous species. If the latter, there would need to be an investigation and the intention of the corporation that owned the planet was to call in mutant hunters to eradicate them. 

The Alliance of Worlds had heard rumours [unspecified] through one of their sympathisers and had inserted an agent as part of the ship-based team orbiting the planet. Word got back to AW that there was going to be a hunt, and before they could do anything further, the situation in AW occurred. 

Kildark believed the attack on the AWC was intended as a distraction for the Febrillo Alliance and the pro-clone lobby while ENCIO quietly removed the evidence that would be uncovered in any planetary investigation. The intended attack on Grady was supposed to take him out before he was hired to infiltrate the hunters contracted to Archon-5, which meant they knew he would be called so his cover had obviously been blown. 

Shrilla had circumvented their plans with the sabotage of the hunters ships, and now they were headed in to assess the situation and report back. Their agent was still in place orbiting Archon-5. They would need to find some way of extracting the agent at the mission end.

They had a clear brief. Assess the indigents of Archon-5. Establish if they were mutants, or another humanoid species. If they were mutant, provide evidence that they were stable and posed no threat of virus to the clone worlds, or if an alien humanoid species, for work to cease and the planet would be regarded as inhabited and incorporated into the protection of the Empire.

Grady was under no illusions. If the mutants were stable they would be allowed to survive, but the corporation-controlled laws would apply and they would be marginalised and treated as company property. They probably wouldn’t be much better off. Still, you could only fight the battles - winning the wars would take a seismic shift in the balance of power, which was unlikely in the short term. 

He was pulled from his mental review by the AI’s voice.

“Approaching Archon-5 and incorporating sensor baffles. Should I proceed with execution of concealed landing ?” 

“Yes, ensure no drone surveillance can pick up our entry point and proceed to programmed LZ at one-tenth power,” Grady responded.

Shrilla was already checking her equipment. Grady needed to do the same and joined her on the deck with their equipment spread between them leaving Ario to negotiate their arrival. With luck, nobody would notice anything and they could proceed with their mission faster.

They both looked at the landscape viewer to assess their intended landing zone ; Grady’s finger outlined the areas of interest.

“We’ll be landing within twenty miles of the furthest point of ENCIO patrolled territory. From there we progress on foot until we can assess the local situation,” he said while bolting night-sights to his laser cutter ; it was his favoured weapon. The needle-like beam could kill precisely and at long range. His two blasters were good for twenty shots each, the energy cells each contained enough power for a similar number and he had two barrels that held twenty each and hooked onto the sides of his backpack. He kept a ceramic-thor blade strapped to his calf and an unrepressed blaster rifle with a staccato trigger. Good for bursts of up to forty bolts per second, it had a much better impact than the standard single one-second blasts. Not recommended for in-ship action, but great for outdoor shooting. The energy charges were the same as the blasters.

Shrilla preferred more lightweight solutions, her sniper rifle would send flechette rounds over a mile and the auto-compensator’s would take care of everything between her and the target. It was silent with virtually no recoil and wasn’t standard military issue. You had to be invited to own one of these - the manufacturers were picky. Grady was quietly impressed with his new partner. Her shortish hair was professional, once helmeted up she would look like a man and judging by the size of her rucksack she wouldn’t be travelling light either.

They were ready.

Landmass, Archon-5, ENCIO Corporation Controlled Space

As they landed Ario deployed the balloon camouflage to hide the vessel. The ‘camose’ were designed to simulate the local environment and had an 80% efficiency record in off-world deployment. Within seconds they were completely hidden and the balloons also helped to deflect satellite and drone sensors. They were really that good.

Shrilla checked the composition of the local atmosphere before twisting the valve. They both had their standard-issue helmet visors that incorporated micro-filters to extract potentially harmful airborne spores. They also doubled-up as a health monitor, checking their vitals via their exhalations. It would warn them if they weren’t getting sufficient gases, or if other problems were developing. Neither ever travelled without them. One spore lodging in the lung could spell disaster thousands of miles away from the nearest MedicBot.

“OK, let’s move out,” she said, taking the lead and stooping below the bottom lining of the balloons that came down almost to ground level and provided a deterrent to local visitors as well as airborne. The jungle soon became visible at the edge of the small clearing that the Citrix had landed in.

Grady pulled his knife, it would be ideal if they had to cut their path as it left no frequency signature, a laser was quicker and worked over a longer distance, but difficult to hide the evidence. In the end it wasn’t needed and he pushed it back into its sheath, relying instead on his arms to push the native creeper growth aside. There were striking similarities to other human inhabited worlds, but not mutant ones where they had been physically adapted to deal with the different atmospheres and habitats.

“What are we looking for ?” Shrilla looked for confirmation of their intent. It was her first op as a mutant hunter and she was happy to learn whatever she could from Grady.

“We need to establish an awareness of what goes for normal on this planet, we can do that quickly by keeping our attention unfocused. It’s surprising how much the mind picks up when it’s not discounting anything. What we’re looking for will stand out, whatever it is will give us a heads-up. If we’re dealing with humans, mutant or otherwise, we will see indications. If it’s an alien species, we may not recognise anything, but should sense it. It’s just knowing it when you look at it.” Grady thought he should have explained himself better, so to clarify what he meant he provided an instance.

“For example. I once tracked a mutant group that were tripping me out, sometimes I could pick them up, then I would lose them. It took me a while before I noticed that periodically through the vegetation I would see branches where the bark appeared to have a crushed groove. I hiked up one and could see it was marked with sharp indentations like tiny hooks.

I followed the grooves when I lost ground spore and eventually it led me to them. They had long tendril like arms that extended with hooks between thumb and index finger, when followed, they simply took off and swung themselves through the jungle leaving no ground tracks and no scent.”

“So, we just look for nothing in particular to find something specifically out of tune with the surroundings - I’m okay with that.” Shrilla said, the sarcasm muted. She was used to working on more than just a hunch, but it was Grady’s playground and she could see how keeping oneself open to your surroundings would lend itself to seeing something that was at odds. They moved on, taking note of anything, no matter how minute or irrelevant in the hope of building up a picture of the natural order here. 

When they came across two-wheeled track ruts freshly dug into the mud on a well-worn trail it signified the end of their search. Humans. ENCIO, a hunter patrol, Grady decided. They were moving openly along an established route,travelling as fast as they could on the ground. The riders might just be searching, like they were, or rushing to a position where mutants were sighted. The ruts indicated it was a regular route, so they decided it was probably a security patrol.

Grady counted four bikes. They would be silent running GNam’s. They needed to be careful. Operating clandestinely, as they were doing left them vulnerable to attack first, ask questions later. A strategy that could get them killed, buried and evidence erased even before it became known at a higher level. These guards weren’t cut from the cloth of civilised society and they brooked no trouble if it put their bonus at risk.

“We run,” he simply said and took off after them hoping they would hear them if they either came up behind or met the enemy patrol head-on.

At the six kilometre mark the ground changed from closed in jungle to coastal paths and cliff edges. They were now at the furthest point from their intended destination, but following a hunch, Grady continued to pace them both to a fast jog. If a patrol was out this far there had to be a reason. He hoped it might provide them with a short cut to intelligence that would aid them. 

They were descending down a path that widened into an area of sand dunes and a bamboo-like growth that interspersed the ground. The wild growth extended right up to the edge of the water giving them cover, without which they would be exposed from all sides.

They moved more cautiously, both had their guns out and primed. If they had been detected coming out of the jungle, it would be perfect area for an ambush. They halted.

“I hear voices over there,” Grady whispered into his comms and pointed to an outcrop of rock that would take them to the next section of beach. “Getting over there might prove difficult, though - there’s no cover,” he added.

“I can climb that section over there,” Shrilla pointed at a slightly inset cliff that had good holds to take her to the top and give her a good view of what was going on around the other side. Grady nodded, he could already see that it would provide the necessary cover, but the angle wouldn’t leave any options for Shrilla, except sniper fire. He said he would wait until she reached the top and checked their locality before moving in.

As she moved out of sight, he tapped his ear to make sure their ear-buds were working and heard the copy-tap of Shrilla’s response.

Dyle Phang - Encio Corporation, DCOD (Deputy, Clandestine Operations Director)

Phang had many contacts in all organisations. If one wanted to turn on him, they would be ‘spiked’ by another. His ‘eyes’ in their business meant he pretty much did what he wanted and profited from the resulting intelligence.

Currently, Phang was taking advantage of the insider in Alliance of Worlds to pull the teeth of that organisation once and for all. The ‘puppet’ thought he was the ‘master’ when in fact it was really Phang pulling the strings. His ambition was to be the CEO of ENCIO and then press the corporations into waging a final war on the Alliance. The AW was the proverbial thorn in the corp’s side and Phang had decided to use his puppet inside the organisation to finish it off and give the corp a clear run at the planets under its dominion. That alone would launch him into the CEO position over the existing head. 

Callbran, was a middle-ager, a turn of the century rejuve who used clones as servitors to dominate his own political agendas. Callbran had no stomach for a fight, he was a passive coexistence sort of leader and whilst this provided the partners with a peaceful climate for business, it gave no opportunity for big profits. Profit was what corporations were all about. War provided ‘very’ high profits and Phang’s backers were poised ready to reap the rewards.

Phang looked at the image of the incoming call and picked up his end of the vidcom. He sighed. It was to be expected, he thought as he prepared for a stiff rebuke from his contact.

“This is the second time you’ve bungled this operation,” the shadowed man said into the vidscreen. Despite the melodramatic silhouette of his contact it was worth the effort. Phang knew who he was, but it was essential that he wasn’t identified by anyone else. The plan would fall apart if so much as a hint got out. Hence the anonymity of the caller. The security was high, but you just never knew these days who was tinkering with the encryption. He had enemies in the DIA who would have him down as a full-time target. If they only knew, he chuckled to himself. Then, realising the contact was glaring at him suspiciously, answered as was expected. Phang had no problem being subservient to people he intended to do away with later. It increased the satisfaction he felt.

“We hadn’t counted on the interference from the long-hauler vessel,” he admitted cautiously.

“I thought we had all the corporates on our side - which one didn’t come through ?”

“It was a guy called MacCullum, an independent contractor that somehow managed to circumvent the blockade we’d erected around the port. We’re also looking into who called the GTV crew, as we’re now having to deal with political fallout across the Galaxy,” Phang informed him. “I’m already looking into eliminating the long-hauler vessel on its next run out of system.” Phang never liked people interfering in his operations. He’d need to be careful though, because someone was putting the pieces together and he wanted no trace of anything back to his desk.

The contact spoke again.“You know that taking over AW Command is crucial to our plans, but this development of the agents being sent to Archon is the real problem and they need eliminating.” He was stating the obvious to Phang who had already considered the odds of them actually achieving their mission. He had too many people on the ground and in space for that to happen. It was highly unlikely they would discover the truth of the situation in the short time they would have to investigate. He did wonder how they had got onto the Archon situation so fast - was there a leak somewhere ?

“Hmmh !” Phang uttered in acknowledgement trying to think while dealing with the idiot at the other end. He’d already had his instructions from the secretive Simas who was financing Phang’s elevation to CEO of ENCIO. He didn’t need this pipsqueak telling him what to do.

The contact continued to give him orders as if he was a lackey, “Put together another task force immediately, this time use the Angels, although who would think to call them that. Don't fail this time,” he admonished nodding confidently in the expectation of Phang’s immediate compliance. Phang cut the connection. The Angels wasn’t a bad idea, he thought as he contemplated his next move.

He was right though, they weren’t Angels at all, unless they were from Grell’s underworld. They were a small independent cult of assassins who could be counted on to complete any mission they took on. Their order was extremely ancient, even by this Empire’s standards. Some say they pre-dated the Dispersal, when the exodus went out from the Terran world. Phang didn’t know. He had met one once, and despite his own abilities, he’d come away with the distinct feeling that he had narrowly escaped a fatal encounter. He wasn’t a dispersalist or a sympathiser, but he ‘was’ a believer in supporting any good cause, especially when that cause was a fast route to personal profit and power.

Phang sat back. His empty desk, devoid of any personal memorabilia provided him the vacancy in which to think. He needed to be very careful how he handled this. Plots had a habit of unravelling if they were put together in a hurry, or were too close together in time and space. The involvement of the Core navy should have been a ‘fait accompli’ but due to the involvement of two maverick agents and the DIA patrol, the demise of the Alliance of Worlds was proving to be more problematic. Now, after two attempts they would be forewarned and no longer an easy target, despite the access over-ride from his puppet inside.

He sighed heavily and placed the call. This was going to be expensive.


Chapter Fourteen

Shrilla takes the High Ground

Shrilla was relieved to be able to take the lead, she wasn’t used to playing second and whilst she really liked and respected Grady, she much preferred working alone. He’d been good, he obviously wasn’t used to working with partners either so he had approached the whole thing carefully and given her time to agree or offer alternative plans. Mostly, she was happy to let him make the decisions, except she was sure he would take the safer course with her around. That’s not what she understood they were there for.

As she climbed she had time to reflect on the last few days. Range had messaged her that Kildark was performing well and he himself had secured the AWC from further incursions. However, the scuttle-but was that Kildark’s position was being eroded by events outside of AW, the corporations were attacking his credibility with the Alliance using information that could only have come from inside AW Command. Which meant somebody was still providing intel to the other side. Range was working on the theory that whoever it was, also let in the attack team and arranged the Core team’s access. He was a dab hand at data forensics and he had a few others in his squad that were pretty good at breaking into systems. He’d been a space marine for six years, after that he’d been on secret intelligence work for the Alliance. Shrilla believed he was more than qualified to handle his current assignment and was also grateful to Grady for his immediate recognition of Range’s abilities.

The perplexing matter of the assassins all being identical clones indicated a corporate take-down, but something that had really got Grady worked up was the discovery that the body of Preston, found in the office with Vangher, was in fact a clone as well. The bio-marker tell-tales weren’t completely destroyed in the assassination. 

Neither they, nor Range had any idea why a clone would be working within the AWC. Grady, on a hunch, asked Range to send an investigator round to Preston’s apartment and just before they’d landed Range had messaged to say they had discovered another Preston corpse in the apartment. Range believed it to be the actual body of Preston, the damage had been significant and they had sent the body to be checked for bio-markers.

All in all, a very perplexing situation.

Shrilla arrived at the top and signalled a double-tap to the ear that she was clear and making progress to the outer edge. They tended not to use voice much because it carried in the locality and you never knew if there was satellite monitoring. As she pushed herself to the overhang to get a better look she was astonished to see the four guards had apparently surprised what appeared to be a hunting party. Three individuals were hog-tied and a fourth was in the process of being led to a group of rocks close to where Grady would be approaching from the other side.

As Shrilla continued to watch one of the patrol guards kicked a tied-up mutant in the head, the other mutants were craning their necks to see what was happening with the fourth. They were screaming something.

“Grady, get over here, there’s something going down in your path fifty yards the other side of you, and I don’t like the look of it.”

Shrilla actually didn’t like the look of it one bit. She had belatedly realised the fourth mutant wasn’t like the others, the difference seemed to be in clothing, but there was something else. Why were three guards escorting one mutant ?

She saw Grady slip over the top and realised he was closer to them than she expected.

“Twenty yards,” she muttered into her throat mike.

“On it,” came the terse reply.

The screaming of the other mutants was getting more desperate and the guard had enough. He took the one nearest him and pulled back the head, a knife appeared out of his boot and before she could pull her rifle around to point it at him, the guard had slit the mutant’s throat. 

This was going bad, fast. The guard moved quickly to the second mutant who was still screaming.

Shrilla quickly sighted on the guard and before considering the implications, fired her rifle sending two rounds directly to the head. As the man fell to the ground the screaming halted. The mutants were looking around frantically for the source. Only one looked up.

“Grady, one down,” she whispered.

“Correction, four down,” he said as Shrilla briefly swung her sight towards his location. A moment later she saw him walk around the tall rock with the fourth mutant walking freely, but uncertainly. While she had been busy with the single guard, Grady had silently taken out all of the other three. Holy Grell, he must be lethal in up close work. He hadn’t fired his gun, or she would have heard.

As she watched, the fourth mutant ran the length of the beach back to the others and taking the knife from the dead guard’s hand, cut the others free. As they stood up, one went to the dead mutant and hefted him over his shoulder. He looked up at Shrilla’s location and nodded. 

Without even delaying to see what was happening, he took his dead comrade and walked into the surf. Shrilla’s sights followed him all the way, but wasn’t prepared when the mutant walked into the sea with the body and promptly disappeared.

She waited a few moments expecting him to reappear, but he’d gone, taking the body of his comrade with him. What the Grell ?

Quickly recovering herself, Shrilla re-sighted her gun on the others. Grady was approaching them, but they were quickly falling back, also towards the sea.

“Grady they are going into the sea.”

“What do you mean they’re going into the sea ?”

“I mean just that, the other one swam into the surf with his dead companion and they haven’t surfaced.”

She watched as slowly they backed into the water and as Grady neared the edge, the last one seemed to salute him and then dove backwards, disappearing without resurfacing.

“You can come down now, they’ve gone,” Grady spoke in her ear.

Climbing down was easier this side as the whole cliff turned into a high dune. Within a few minutes she was at his side. He was still looking out to sea.

“They’re not mutants, I’m sure,” he said turning back up the beach towards the dead body.

“How do you know that ?” she asked, following in his footsteps.

“Too well adapted. Mutant genetics haven’t had the necessary time to stabilise, causing minor and major differences in every birth. A community wouldn’t have the same characteristics amongst any of them,” he answered absently as he turned over the man she had killed and removed his ID and pistol.

“So, if they’re not mutants - what are they ?” she asked. 

Shrilla was scanning around them, looking for the Gnams. She saw them parked alongside a big patch of the bamboo-like growth and began to make her way over to them.

He raised his voice as he noticed her walking away. “I don’t know yet, but I’m thinking we might have an alien humanoid species.”

She turned, stopped in her tracks. “What ? They looked like normal humans to me from where I was looking, not even mutant.”

He stood facing her. “Perhaps they are related to us in some way,” he suggested. His face was blank not giving away anything about his thinking behind the façade he’d put up.

“I don’t understand. We’re here to evaluate a mutant species, yet you're suggesting they’re alien. Where do you get that idea from ?”

Grady looked awkwardly at her as though he was unable to say what he wanted to, which was exactly his problem.

“I’ve been expecting to come across something like this for some time,” he hedged his answer.

“How would you even know what to look for ? I’ve seen your training record. There’s nothing that would give you the ability to make that kind of assessment,” Shrilla responded aggressively. She suddenly had a bad feeling about this, but couldn’t put her finger on the reason.

“It was just some research I picked up before I joined AW,” he said cagily. “Try this for size,” he suggested, quickly diverting her questions away from his personal history. 

“If you believe the stories of the 'Dissies',” he used the nickname for the Dispersalistas, “they believe that we all originated from one source. When the Dispersal occurred some of the colony ships were sent out with seed pods. Those seeds were intended to be used as the starting blocks for human evolution with modified DNA to ensure it adapted to the local conditions of the planet they colonised.

The trouble is, according to the Disperalists, nobody has yet discovered a planet where those seeds were planted, and supposedly all records are lost. Therefore, no-one actually knows if any of those planets could have successfully managed to germinate some form of humanoid species.” 

He began trudging over to the corner where the dead guards would be. 

Shrilla was dumbfounded. Even researching the banned cult could land him on a prison planet. She shouted out after him. “What on Grell were you doing researching those misguided fools ?”

He responded with his back towards her so she couldn't see the reaction on his face, although his body language gave her cause to hesitate.

“I was interested in the possibility of an alternative history of our species. I'm not 100% sure I can follow the current teachings. Can you, when you really stop and think about it ?”

She turned and followed him, thinking as she walked. What was he saying, that he follows the teachings of a banned cult ? That he's sympathetic to their beliefs ? Is he a Dissie ? She knew that she needed to know more, but she needed to be careful, this was dangerous territory.

“So, you think these mutants are actually humans that were ‘seeded’ ?” her voice rose in pitch incredulously, trying to catch up with his thinking, but the tension in her voice was actually her hostility beginning to show.

She thought hard. Shrilla wasn’t one of AW’s top agents for nothing. She could extrapolate information from the smallest clues and this was telling her heaps. She quickly guessed that Grady knew that and was deliberately feeding her data - testing her. His knowledge of the Dispersal, human seed – she’d never heard of that before. An in-depth knowledge of an organisation that had taught him to recognise....

She had her hand on her pistol almost without thinking. “You were an agent for the Dispersalistas ?” she accused, her own spoken revelation stopping her dead in her tracks.

He turned and smiled earnestly. “No, as I said I did some research,” he admitted, deliberately not telling her any more than necessary.

Shrilla wasn't stupid and got that he wasn't going to admit anything to her. He knew as well as she did that the Universal Dispersalistas were a forbidden cult. To even admit to belonging to it could get you shot. Yet, here was Grady practically admitting he had researched it – extensively as far as she could tell. What part of stupid didn’t he understand. The bit about avoiding banned cults, or the bit about admitting that he had been 'involved' to another AW agent trained to kill enemies of the Alliance on sight, and who was following him with a loaded weapon.

She considered shooting him there and then, but her hesitation must have shown because he was looking at her - weighing her up. He turned away and carried on walking, ignoring her as he went behind the rock that hid the other guards that she presumed were dead.

As she turned the corner he was rolling over the bodies, removing ID’s and weapons. It was standard SOP to remove all potential intelligence and weapons when on a hostile or inhabited planet. There would need to be identification of the deceased and due diligence done on their reasons for being here and their subsequent demise. Both Grady and Shrilla wore body recorders. Everything said and done here would be a matter of record. 

Records... Holy Grell ! He’d practically admitted to being a Dispersalista on record. He would be doomed. If the Core found out about this, he would be....and then she realised something else ; something important.

“Fuego !”

He looked up at her, and nodded coldly.

“FUCK !” was all she could say.

Fuego believed he was a ‘Dissie’ too and that was why she was trying to have him sent to a prison planet, or worse killed, and Kildark wanted an explanation when they got back.

“Kildark’s going to fucking love you,” she said. Which was more than she did at that moment, she realised.

The Core Navy Research vessel ‘CNR Persipis’, Archon Sector Orbit.

“Wendrill, where the fuck did those idiots go ?”

“I don’t know Captain, their ID’s stopped registering over thirty minutes ago and we’re not absolutely sure what happened. Their passive pings were last recorded at 02:40LT and something must have happened between then and now. We’re hunting for sensor readings in that sector ; the ground scans are not picking them up physically.”

Captain Pritchart wasn’t happy. They had been losing small teams regularly and whilst he knew it was the mutants, he had no visual sighting of them to give him location or numbers. He had to report to ENCIO in an hour and with another four man security crew missing they might consider replacing him and the ship. He didn’t want to lose a cushy number, but things were beginning to get out of hand.

“Send out a shuttle and get them down there for a physical inspection at their last known location,” he ordered.

“Also, get a message to land base and advise them their security patrol is missing and to carry out a headcount. I want to know if any more personnel are AWOL.”

“I have Phang on the secure comms for you, sir,” the ensign warned him softening his voice so it didn’t carry across the bridge.

“Thanks, Gerry, I’ll take it in the back. Patch it through will you ?” the captain responded gratefully. Gerry Corbeth was the captain’s ‘man on the inside’, the one that every captain needed to give him the heads-up when things were going down. Gerry had protected his back for several years now, but it wasn’t all business. Nobody knew they were also bunkmates.

Pritchart scurried into his den at the back of the bridge, it was a bit of a mess, but he wasn’t worried about that. He pinged the vidscreen and it lit up. The focus settled on a severe looking old man who had seen the better side of life a long time ago, but was somehow still kicking.

“Hi, Mr Phang. What can I do for you ?” He gulped nervously when he saw the resultant glare staring back at him.

“You can tell me my planet is clear of them rodents so I can begin hauling down the mining equipment. It’s all stacked up here in the hangars and head office is giving me grief over the storage costs. Do you think you can you do that, Pritchart ?”

“We’re close to resolving it, sir. There are six hunters inbound as I speak and their ETA is latest tomorrow 15:00hrs LT. I’ll have them straight out on elimination missions just as soon as they touchdown.” Pritchart crossed his fingers behind his back. Old ways were sometimes all a person had to fall back on, he thought miserably.

“You’d best be quick about it Pritchart. They didn’t put a stop to the AW attention and the rumours are they have a team inbound. We’re sending in a small force to deal with them, they will rendezvous with you late tomorrow. If the AW turn up, monitor them and pass the information to them to deal with. Don’t ask questions and when they tell you, switch off your planet-side monitoring. We don’t want anything being accidentally recorded. Understand ?” The thin-lipped grizzled face actually closed in on the screen giving Pritchart a frightening close-up of the man’s eyeball.

“Yes, I understand. Don’t worry, sir. We’ll deal with it and clean up the logs,” he responded.

“Good ! See you do just that” he growled as the screen went black.

Pritchart gnawed pensively at his knuckle. Taking out AW agents was big trouble. He wasn’t happy about that. He knew that as captain he would be held accountable and there was no way the Alliance would countenance an elimination of a neutral agency. There would be an investigation and he would be its primary target. He wasn’t stupid. Lazy and corrupt, yes, but this was going to be an unhappy ending and his retirement was only eighteen months away. He’d already laid down a hefty deposit on a piece of real estate on Gamma and he fully intended to pay off the balance and move in on the first day he left.

He removed the memchip he kept in the recorder and walked over to his safe. His thumbprint and bio-scan opened it. He carelessly placed the memchip inside along with dozens of others. Pritchart was a pragmatic man, he knew that ENCIO cut more than just corners and he had been sitting on top of many worlds while they did so. In all that time he had been privy to virtually every illegal act and a few really bad decisions. He wasn’t risking his retirement just to provide plush seats for those has-beens up there in their ivory tower. He had more of these chips in safe places. Some people up there had their suspicions, which was why he was left alone. He didn’t think Phang was one of them, if he was he’d be more circumspect with his orders.


Chapter Fifteen

Archon-5, The Rescue

They always said life could change on a single turn of events. That’s exactly what happened when Grady crossed over the ridge and met with the guards on the other side. Taking in everything in the seconds it took him to crest the ridge and slide down the other side, he swept into the first guard who had his back to him. Before they even realised he was there, he brought his ceramic knife out of its sheath and swept it across the man’s lower back, distracting him with the immediate pain. As he arched backwards in response to the agony of the deep cut, Grady reversed the knife and punched it deep into the man’s throat.

The second man was just turning to respond to the disturbance, unaware they were under attack, when Grady’s outstretched arm with hardened finger tips on the end of it, stabbed him directly in the throat. The sound of his trachea crunching as his throat collapsed inwards cutting off his air supply with a gurgling noise, caused both the girl and the remaining guard to turn towards Grady. Her eyes flashed strangely in alarm, not yet understanding what was occurring and thinking he was coming for her. His mind registered something peculiar, but he carried through as the third man lifted himself off the woman in a futile attempt to defend himself. With a sucking noise he pulled the knife from the first guard’s throat and swept past the second guard who was writhing on the ground face contorted in a silent blue and purple parody of death. Reversing the blade as he swept it forward and taking the third man in the gut, he pushed the blade upward into the chest cavity. A quick twitch of the wrist and the heart cleaved in two, another twitch and a lung was sliced. He pulled out the blade, pushing the man away from both him and the woman as he fell, dead. 

Grady crouched and wiped the knife on the leg of the guards trouser while checking the ground around him for any new threat. When he thought them clear, he looked more closely at the woman. Despite the fear and the bruising on her face, she was beautiful, her eyes, pools of darkness with no whites showing, her features refined and delicate. Her mouth opened as if to speak, but nothing came, her throat swallowed painfully as though she had been hit there. 

“It’s okay, your safe now. I am here to stop this happening to your people,” he soothed her as he pulled her off the ground. He could see that either from shock or lack of understanding she didn’t respond to his reassuring words and she still looked panicked. He gestured that they should walk back to the beach, but she hesitated as if not sure what he meant.

Grady couldn’t take his eyes off her even as he responded to Shrilla’s comment. 

“Correction, four down,” he said.

Then, a flicker in her eyes confirmed what he had subconsciously noted earlier, again they flicked. Nictating membranes, he realised. He’d never come across the variation before, but it wasn’t an unlikely mutation.

Was she a mutant ? A reptilian splice ? His instincts warned him this was something unusual and so he paid close attention. He noticed subtle almost transparent webbing between her fingers, and there were other minor difference in her skin tones. They weren’t immediately obvious yet she looked perfectly formed as if the result of well-matched DNA.

Her streamlined attire consisted of a single piece garment that hugged her figure. It looked peculiar, not a material that he was familiar with. It was badly torn at the front but the girl seemed oblivious to her exposed condition and after a cursory glance to ensure she wasn’t injured, Grady ignored it. Continuing to examine her visually as they walked, he noted her skin tone had a translucent quality, as if unused to the sunlight. He continued to assess his findings and didn't recognise any of the atypical signs of mutancy he’d been trained to observe. He did note other things about her, and for some reason these stirred strong feelings of anxiety. 

He was distracted from his thoughts when they rounded the corner and she saw her friends and ran. All Grady could do was marvel at the perfection of her body and the hidden strength beneath the supple firm skin that indicated deep muscle tone. Continuing to watch as she released her friends, he kept his eyes on their actions, hearing a clicking sound. At first thinking it was a weapon he looked around, but was drawn immediately back to the mutants when the clicking continued from their direction. The noise was accompanied by subtle hand gestures. He realised they were communicating non-vocally. Strange, if they were mutants they would speak Standard, or one of the Empire’s many local derivatives, but this was a totally alien speech-mode. A thought clicked into place, but he had no time to dwell on it because he was reminded of something else.

He realised the relevance of Shrilla calling him about the other male going off into the sea. Suddenly he understood - the webbed fingers. He also noticed the toes then, webbed and flatter than normal. Perfectly formed musculature wasn’t designed for walking or running, although the actions themselves were swift, assured and no wasted movement, they were still as if practised, unnatural to their normal movement.

He tried to keep up as they moved off towards the shoreline, continuing to record everything, knowing now what was going to occur and waiting for visual confirmation. The girl walking backwards into the surf glanced away from him briefly before submerging in the sea, he saw the gills open ready to take over the role of breathing. The body sheen, consisting of minute scales barely distinguishable close up on land, now raised themselves above the skin just before entering the water, the body’s automatic reaction. That level of efficiency didn’t come with a few years of mutation. Not even a few hundred. He realised that his buried memories had been pulling him to this conclusion all along.

This was evolution in action and instantly all of the old teachings he had followed were there again as though he had briefly stepped out of the room and come back. He wanted to get close to her to confirm everything once again, but she was gone, with not a splash or a ripple to show she was ever there. He sighed, the recordings would have to do.

He returned to the bodies, his mind racing through everything that had occurred. As if a veil had been lifted, his objective changed and he knew now what he had to do, but he couldn’t do it alone. Out here one man might, but his chances - no, their chances were better if he could keep the other AW agent on-side. Absently, he realised he was referring to her differently, but he knew without a doubt what he was, and she might now be the enemy. He was careful with his explanation, but kept his eyes on her body movements to gauge her reaction to his words.

Shrilla was looking at him as he removed the ID’s and weapons. He made no move that would be wrongly interpreted. She could shoot him where he stood, she should - it was standing orders throughout the Alliance, Core and the AW. 

He had been gauging her carefully, wondering how far he could push it. If he told her who he was she might hear him out. He badly needed her to, but as he evaluated her negative reaction and her hand hovering indecisively over her weapon, the more he realised that wasn't going to be possible.

Until the moment of realisation that the rescued woman wasn’t mutant, he’d been an Alliance World Agent. The second he knew they were possibly something else, his sleeper status activated and with it a mass of training and intelligence that had remained dormant within him for years. He was instantly an active Dispersalista Agent again and at all costs he must prevail and get the word out.

He smiled at her reassuringly. He may have to kill her, but that wasn’t on his mind at the moment. They had a mission to finish and it was more important now than ever. Also, he was still committed to keeping the AW free of Core influence which left him straddling two diverging walkways.

As she followed his findings her unexpected outburst told him she had pieced it together about Fuego. 

He reflected briefly on the incident at AWC. Now there was a bundle of trouble. He’d got drunk with her one night and fallen for one of those sessions where you explore truths about each other. They’d been together a while, and he’d got comfortable with her. Too comfortable. So, when he’d said he'd once been a member of the ‘Dissies,' she laughed thinking he was being stupid and lying. Then she’d seen the truth in his eyes and the next morning when he woke, she’d gone. 

The next thing he knew he was being arrested, carted to the Core’s interrogation cells where they’d tried to get him to admit his membership of the forbidden cult. When he laughed and told them it was drunken lies trying to get into Fuego’s knickers, her venomous retaliation split his lip, blacked his eye and left him with a painful groin for weeks. She concocted a story of how she had discovered him trying to contact other cult members, and he was tried and found guilty. None of his allies, or so-called friends were anywhere to be found. He was totally isolated and was on the brink of being sentenced. 

Instead of execution the new policy was to send dissidents to a prison planet on a one-way ticket. It was only when they were putting him on the ship, fettered and battered black and blue from their manhandling, that he got an armed rescue from potential hell in the shape of a DIA assassination team led by Dalt Vargo who took him and kept him safely undercover until his counsel representatives had a chance to unravel the conspiracy.

It took months, but in the end it was proven that Fuego had lied, and he was acquitted. Grady suspected Fuego had a good idea that the Cult had rescued him and also been responsible for clipping her claws. She’d never forgotten it and would probably hound him to his grave.

Now Shrilla had guessed the truth from just the little clues he gave her. He had to admit she was very good at what she did. He realised that up until the attack on the AWC, she was being groomed for senior management. Once they got back, if the AW survived, she would be forced into that promotion quicker than they planned. Could he keep her on-side ? He didn’t know.

Between them they silently buried the four guards, then commandeered two of the GNams and hid the other two in the jungle. Grady intended to backtrack and get close to the land-base, then enter the camp on foot for some discreet surveillance. He believed that the first part of their mission had been achieved, the indigents probably weren’t mutants and therefore were not the property of the corporations. The planet would need to be annexed while their investigations proceeded and Alliance protection of the new species put in place. Getting them to agree to that was going to be an uphill battle.

Angels : Somewhere Deep in the Rift

“The freighter is heaving too, sir,” the helmsman advised.

Olgar turned and looked at the video stream. The freighter had stopped as they demanded. He could see it was waiting for their boarding team.

“Send out the first watch.” He didn’t expect any problems. His team would survey the cargo and decide the toll payable. If their owners refused to pay the ship would be impounded until a larger ransom was paid.

It wasn’t the Angel’s first love in terms of earning a living, but between assignments the crew got bored and needed entertainment. The small amount earned by fleecing the rich operators plying their trade between the major planets wasn’t enough to generate a massive response from the Core Navy, and so the Angels operated pretty much trouble-free. So long as there was no gratuitous killing sprees and their tolls remained affordable, they had a pretty clear run. Occasionally, a Core ship was placed on patrol along the shipping lanes, but Olgar had insider information and they would keep well clear until the heat died down.

His comms lit up and he eyed the caller’s identity with deep suspicion. This would be interesting. The last time he called the Angels they almost started an inter-corp war. Taking out the competition is fine when you can do so quietly and efficiently. Blowing up their headquarters and spacing their complete management team doesn’t go down well. The Angels were nearly ‘outlawed’ over that incident.

He decided to answer.

“Yes, Phang ?”

Ignoring Olgar’s apparent lack of respect Phang dived straight into his demand.

“Olgar, you are to proceed immediately to Archon-5 where we have a research vessel the CNR Persipis orbiting the planet. The captain will give you the target’s location details and updated information when you arrive in system. I’m enclosing the frequencies and codes along with the existing file on the operation. You are to take out the targets. Leave absolutely no trace of them behind. Ideally, their ship should disappear as well.”

“A moment please, Phang. I need to review the file.” As he began to scan the contents Olgar immediately realised this was going to a be a valuable hit, the corporation man was in too much of a hurry to negotiate, he just needed to discern the price. He absorbed the information instantly, his memory trained for such a task.

“These are Alliance of World Agents, this is serious. We will be hunted across the galaxy, if discovered.” Olgar opened his negotiations.

Phang scoffed and waved his hands dismissively.

“The AWA is finished. We have already closed them down, these agents are the only impediment outside of the AW Command that know the details. They MUST be eliminated,” he insisted.

Olgar was convinced this was going to be a profitable exercise, but wanted to set out his concerns to up the price.

“Nonetheless, they have an armed fleet - a very efficient fleet. We could be on the run a long time if they discover our involvement.”

“Olgar, just tell me your price. I don’t have the time to argue. ENCIO is poised to take out the only resistance to its plans in the galaxy. I need it done now. If you delay, even by a day, the possibility of them uncovering our intent may well negate the need for your services.”

“Very well, Phang. Our fee is two million credits for the agents and a further million credits for removal of any trace of their presence on Archon-5.”

Phang’s cheeks visibly sucked in sourly as he absorbed the vast sum proposed by the leader of the Angels. He’d imagined a high price, but this was astronomical. The shareholders would have apoplexy if they found out. He would have to hide the majority of that in operating expenses, he rashly decided to proceed anyway.

“That amount is ridiculous, but if you carry out the task immediately and there is no fall-out for ENCIO and its operations on Archon-5, then it will be - manageable.” Phang sighed. He’d left himself wide open for that robbery, but had no choice. The problem had to disappear - immediately before any further damage was done to his plans to take out the AWA.

“Fail, and I will spend that three million credits having you hunted down and destroyed. Do we understand each other ? High fees demand high penalties for failure,” Phang wagged his gnarly finger.

“Understood, you know where to send the funds. In view of the importance and the possibility we might have to run a long way from Core space, I want the credits in advance,” Olgar insisted.

“Hmmh ! I don’t think so Olgar, I will meet you half way, 50% of your fee immediately, balance when you complete the mission to my satisfaction. Elimination of both agents, ship and all witnesses, and no fallout for ENCIO.” 

“Agreed. We will proceed to their location immediately,” Olgar responded. He wasn’t unhappy with a one and a half million credit advance. A new ship would only cost them four million - he would be able to increase his fleet and the resultant hold on the galaxy’s freight corridors would be immensely profitable.

The connection blanked and Olgar turned away from the comms and pulled up the navigation charts on the main screen.

He typed in the coordinates of Archon-5 and calculated the distance and fastest speed his ship could achieve. A day and a half, or a little less. 

The shuttle was already approaching the freighter and Olgar briefly considered making Phang wait until he’d finished up here, but the thought of three million credits persuaded him otherwise. The freighter will be there another day.

“Pull back the first watch, prepare to get under way as soon as they’re aboard,” he ordered. The freighter’s owners would sigh with relief this time, he thought. It weakened the Angel’s position overall, but that could be corrected later, and if they had a second ship...

He beckoned his officers over and explained their new mission. 

“They agreed to three million credits - just like that ?” his second-in-command queried, eyes wide at the thought of his share on a commission of this size. “What’s the catch ?” he asked.

“The targets are Alliance of World operatives and from the information we have, they are hard-to-kill types. So, we take them out quickly,” Olgar explained.

They went over the information that had been ported across by Phang and agreed it was a worthy mission for them. Also, the opportunity to charge so much would increase their perceived value in the marketplace, creating with it new levels of opportunity.

“The problem will be in removing all trace of them, not as easy in practice as it is in theory. Phang wants it cleaned up afterwards. That will mean a team on the ground and elimination of anyone who has been in contact, or knows of their existence.

“There are notes here about the captain of the Persipis. Does Phang expect us to remove him ? He’s going to have a back-up of all comms.”

“We can find an excuse to board Persipis after the elimination of the primaries. It should be a simple matter. Now, how to deal with the targets ?” Olgar answered.

“We should arrange for them and their ship to be taken out while over the planet’s sea with type-five missiles. Trace of them will be non-existent after being hit by a pair of those thermal explosives,” a voice offered. There were murmurs of agreement.

Olgar was satisfied. They had carried out similar missions many times before. It would be an efficient operation, he was certain.

“We need to make haste. Ensure everyone is ready - call ahead and get as much intel on the whereabouts of the targets. Be circumspect, we want as little clean-up as possible. If too much information gets out, the ship itself might need to have an accident. That would be a hard sell to the corporation,” Olgar warned them.


Chapter Sixteen

Shrilla harbours doubts

They drove the GNams at a blistering pace until they reached the point where their arrival intersected with the patrol. Then, in case there was satellite monitoring, they hid the bikes in the undergrowth. The knew full well that if there was an extensive search they would be easily found, but hoped that would be after their mission was over. Driving the bikes all the way to the land-base was courting trouble if they came across another patrol. It was prudent to dispose of them even though it would have made their journey shorter.

As they hiked along the track made by the outgoing patrol Shrilla had opportunity to mull over Grady’s shady past. She should have been concentrating on their issues here on Archon, but instead all she could think of was the complication that Grady had brought upon the AWA.

The AWC now had serious issues and he wasn’t helping. In fact, she thought, he’d pulled her close friend Range into his retaliation against the Core officer who he had a personal grudge against. How much was the attack on the AWC linked to Grady’s history and now she was involved as well right up to her eyeballs. 

Whether he intended it or not, he’d forced her into a role as a co-conspirator. So, unless she arrested or terminated him now, she realised she was going to end up deeper in every step she took. She shook her head sighing negatively at the complexity of her situation.

He must have guessed her problem because when the path widened and they could walk abreast of each other he turned and spoke up.

“Tell me, Shrilla, what have I done that is against AWA regulations ? Have I ever done anything on or off the record that puts the AWA in a bad light ?”

“Well, actually your pre-history implies that you took the position under false pretences. So, you could be accused of bringing the AWA into disrepute by having a history with a banned cult.”

He mulled that over before continuing.

“Have you ever truly wondered why the Dispersalistas are banned ?”

“No, is it relevant to the argument ?”

“Of course, do you follow rules blindly, or do you follow them because you believe in them and support their aims ?”

“I do what’s required of me, or I don’t take the position.”

“So, when haven’t I done what was required of me ?”

“On the record - never. Off the record I have no idea. The point is you have divided loyalties and that’s unacceptable.”

“Actually, I don’t - have divided loyalties I mean. Are you aware of how the AWA came into existence ?”

Now Shrilla was on certain ground. She’d studied the history of the AWA for her examination and had it down almost word for word.

“Yes, it was the brainchild of President Cartell who formed a committee to concentrate on the protection of mutants across the galaxy. This, because the corporations were committing genocide against them under the auspices of product ownership rather than employee rights. He believed that the plague virus was a corporation agent that back-fired and as a result killed off humans indiscriminately, but had been twisted to the corporation’s ends by blaming the mutants for the outbreaks.”

Grady nodded. “Are you aware that the President was an active member of the Dispersalistas and had at the back of his mind the long-term goal of giving all sentients equal rights and wanted to monitor the possibility that those same corporations might one day stumble upon a parallel race of humans and attempt to eradicate them under the cloak of mutant ownership ?”

Shrilla thought about that. If the AWA was in fact a Dispersalista organisation, then what did that make her ? She wasn’t happy with the concept of being a member of a banned cult, even if it was set-up to protect mutants. How much should she believe him, he seemed so certain of himself. In the end she remained silent. Grady looked across at her then stopped and faced her.

“Look, I don’t really care what you think or believe, but I care about what happens to the mutants and I care very much when and if we come across a parallel race of humans, that we welcome them rather than being so xenophobic that we eradicate them. My desire is to ensure that doesn’t happen and I can’t believe that you would stand against that.”

“Why is it then, that the cult is banned throughout the empire ?”

“Because it represents a clear threat to the corporations. Their hold on the worlds of the empire go far deeper than you imagine. A good fifty percent of worlds are controlled by puppet governments of corporation interests. There’s another war coming and this time the corporations intend to win it and take control of the remaining worlds of the empire. If new worlds are found with human inhabitants, corporations want to subjugate them and don’t want them pre-warned, or in a position to defend the free worlds that remain.”

“So, you're saying the Dispersalistas represent the only defence that we have against this corporation take-over ?”

“I’m saying that the corporations see us as a threat to their effort to control the empire. If they hadn’t contrived to have us outlawed, then we would be a bigger thorn in their side than the AWA is today. Look at what they’re now doing to the AWC - they are behind all of this.”

“How can a small misguided cult be a threat to the corporations, which are huge, and your group is what, a few hundred, a thousand people ?”

Grady seemed about to state something, but bit his lip and remained silent. They continued walking for a while.

Shrilla had opportunity to think things through a bit more. She couldn’t believe it was as simple as that. The corporations were greedy, they were unthinking, callous and rode roughshod over peoples rights in the pursuit of profit. They were a danger, but another war ? Preposterous. As for this planet, the idea of ENCIO or any other corporation finding, let alone eradicating a new species of human seemed highly unlikely. 

She’d always believed the official line that the Dispersalistas were a malign influence on society and needed to be culled. Yet, here she was, if Grady was to be believed, facing a situation that came right out of their scriptures. According to him these inhabitants might be a living-breathing product from the ‘Dispersal of the human race’. She scoffed mentally not daring to do so out loud with Grady walking beside her.

Shrilla was a trained AW agent and knew the difference between evolution and genetic manipulation. Mutants she understood. She could see or sense their differences and like Grady, Shrilla had the ability and had been expertly trained to distinguish the effects of splicing of DNA. She had seen and read all of the Mutant war files and been allowed to review all of the statements and a range of records from participants to victims. The AW had complete records of DNA splices that had been used by the corporations to achieve the modified humans required to survive in planetary habitats that were hostile to normal human life.

The mutants on Archon-5 were possibly different, but she didn’t know enough yet to argue against Grady and even if they were parallel humans, how did that change things ? They would still be viewed as mutants by the corporations and the AWA and that would be the end of it. Then there would just be Grady to deal with. The trouble was she liked and respected him and the idea of handing him over to Fuego and the Core navy and them executing him, didn’t sit right with her. 

In truth, Shrilla wasn’t sure if she believed him or not. It had never been an issue prior to this as the cult were underground and she had only ever heard the official line when a member was discovered. This was the first time Shrilla had become personally involved and now she was having to think through the issues for herself. She stared at Grady’s back and wondered if he would actually let her take him into custody. He was a better agent than her, much as she hated to admit it to herself. 

She realised her thoughts were as muddled as the situation they faced.

Despite the intelligence data they had stating that there had been attacks on the land-base there was little or no security fencing or surveillance drones around the camp. As a result they almost walked into it before realising that there was habitation there at all. The clearing looked big enough for shuttle landings and as they skirted the perimeter a low hum erupted from the hill behind them causing them to turn in the direction of the sound even as they crouched over and ran for cover.

“Get down,” Grady whispered into Shrilla’s ear. They were just in time as a shuttle skimmed the hilltop and slewed into the clearing, the pilot obviously taking great joy in upsetting the occupants inside by swinging the craft around vigorously as he landed. The dust from the ramjets caused small whirlwinds that reduced visibility to almost zero for a few seconds as it landed in the empty space in front of them.

No sooner had the shuttle touched down when the rear door opened and a ramp extended. As they watched from the edge of the clearing, eight prisoners were ejected from the shuttle’s rear-end accompanied by two security guards who cautiously held guns trained on them despite the prisoners being controlled with e-cuffs, electronic restraints that could detect the intent to escape or attack and disable with a stun charge to bring them to their knees and warn the guards. As the shuttle lifted off again Shrilla swore the pilot turned towards them and flew directly over them deliberately covering them in flying dust and dead foliage.

Shrilla could tell these were the same as the people they had rescued on the beach. Mutants ? Indigents ? In the end it really didn’t matter, she decided, they needed help.

Grady looked across at her. His eyes were hard, face cold with anger. Much like her own she thought. Neither she nor the AWA, and by extension Grady too, were happy to see mutants being treated badly. These she knew would be unlikely to survive beyond whatever experiments had been deemed necessary by ENCIO to increase the company’s knowledge of mutants and cloning.

A rescue then, she thought quickly, but then what. They had no plan. It was a reconnaissance mission.

“What do you intend to do ?” she passed the buck to Grady to see what his reaction would be.

“We don’t know the size of their force, but I want to get inside that dome and see how many prisoners they are holding. We might be able to organise a mass break-out,” he suggested.

“They’re not going to be totally without alarms and surveillance, Grady - it’s a stupid idea.”

“True, but if I link my recorder to yours you will be able to see what’s happening. If I get caught you can rescue me,” he grinned mischievously. In truth, he needed some time with the prisoners to make his own evaluations. He didn’t see any other way of getting close to them and making his assessment. With Shrilla on the outside he felt he had a more than good chance of getting himself in and out of there along with the prisoners if they were willing to follow him.

Shrilla sighed. This was a human laboratory, there were armed security guards. The planet was owned by their enemies, the corporations. They were here undercover with no back-up. What could go wrong ?

“You stay back and provide cover for me. There is only one guard. Do you have darts for that rifle ?” Grady asked.

“I have a magazine full of the usual four-hour knock outs. You want me to disable the guard for you ?”

“Wait until I signal you, I need to be close up before you hit him.”

Grady is captured

Shrilla covered herself in local fauna and set her inhibitor to passive so that it would only operate when it received a signal from a search drone. Her sniper rifle was laid out in front of her and she had a good view along the main thoroughfare between the habitats. She was ready, but still thought the idea was silly. She understood it was no different to putting herself in danger on an assassination mission, but this seemed frivolous to her. She didn’t understand why Grady needed to do this, except he’d explained he needed an opportunity to interrogate the prisoners himself to short cut their way to some answers. She admitted that it would be good to get some information on the corporation’s activities, but they could have done that with one of the guards.

The dome-shaped buildings were erected by internal gas pressure within the membranes then hardened by a chemical wash. They could be easily and quickly dismantled by reversing the effect. There were five large blisters and four small ones probably housing the machines and surface transport. 

It was easy to identify the different structures. He was currently hidden behind the dormitory, it was a model 44B which meant there was a complement here of approximately forty personnel. The science laboratory was opposite, right next to security and operations. To his left was logistics. 

He was about to make a move towards the security blister when all hell broke loose. One moment he was watching a very quiet camp, the next there was a burst of activity and men appeared everywhere around him. Their energy weapons whined and he could hear at least three behind and with two either side, it was too many for him to deal with.

The nearest guard took one look at him and pointed at the ground, universal sign language works where unknown languages don’t. Grady knew what to do. He’d left his weapons with Shrilla. Unarmed, he had no choice but to surrender. So he knelt, looking carefully around him to register all of the guards. He needed to know how many they had to deal with.

A voice growled at him. “He don’t look like no fucking mutant, boss.” The nearest guard looked more closely tempting Grady to respond, but he sensibly held back. It wouldn’t end well, he wasn’t sure how these men were going to react. He hoped Shrilla had the sense to keep out of it until they knew what was going on. They had surprised him, which meant they were expecting him – or someone. 

A larger man came to Grady’s front and checked him.

“No, he’s human, alright. Let’s take a bit of care with this one. I think he might be the one they’re looking for.

“Harris, call the ship. Tell them we’ve got a ‘visitor’ and he ain’t no ‘mute’. They can come and get him. Stick him in the cell with the others,” he ordered the guards that now stood either side of him.

Another human ? Grady thought. Are we missing anyone – another mutant hunter, maybe ?

“I’m an Alliance World Agent, you cannot detain me. I’m here officially,” Grady complained knowing full well it wasn’t going to cut any ice with them. He just wanted them to know that they couldn’t just make him disappear without repercussions.

“Oh, so you’re a damned AW spy are you, creep ?” The one in charge said as he grabbed Grady’s hair and pulled his head back. “We know how to deal with your kind in the field ‘mute lover’ - you’re going to get to bunk with them for a bit - how do you like that ?” he spat.

Grady smiled inwardly. Good ! That will be interesting, he thought. 

Harris came back and pulled to a stop in front of his boss, “They don’t want him up top, boss. They said they have an inbound team that will take care of him, angels, or some such. We’ve got to hang onto him until they get here - tops four hours they reckon,” Harris puffed.

Grady’s blood ran cold. Angels ! That was bad news. They were real trouble and Grady knew just how bad, he’d come across them twice in the past, never the target - luckily. They were like malevolent ghosts - in like a bad wind, and out again without a murmur. Some said they were re-animated clones, but Grady knew they were genetically enhanced humans trained from birth. They never failed on a mission, killed their own wounded and never left a trace of themselves behind. Even fully armed and with Shrilla, they were out-gunned and outmatched.

One of the other guards had heard of them too. “Crap ! those guys will kill you if they even think you’re looking at them. You’re not going to want to mess with them, boss. Tie this ‘mute-lover’ to the landing zone and let them take him without us being involved,” he recommended.

“Hmmh ! That’s not a bad idea, but I’m not going to leave him in full sight for the next four hours - throw him in with the mutes, like I said, then we’ll pull him out when they’ve broken through the ‘atmo’ - that will still give us thirty minutes to post him,” he ordered.

Grady was half dragged, half walked to the Logistics blister and as they forced him to collide with the door he deliberately fell inward. He made no attempt to look, or appear a risk or a danger to his captors. He wanted them to think he was manageable.

“On yer feet ‘Angel meat’,” one guard laughingly e-cuffed him and grabbed his arm, while the other two stood back and kept their weapons trained on him. “Search him before he goes in there,” one of them ordered.

“OK, but I get to keep whatever I find,” responded the one that cuffed him.

Grady’s pockets were searched and all they found was his Wiband, it would need to be cut off if they intended to deprive him of that. They decided it wasn’t worth it. “ Let the Angels cut his arm off, it’s not our problem.” They pushed Grady into the back of a large store room where a makeshift cell had been erected. Grady was relieved as the recorder was built into his Wiband. He needed a record of everything that occurred. Neither did they detect the ear-bud that was admittedly pushed deep in his ear almost beyond detection. At least Shrilla knew what was going on even if Grady couldn’t talk to her at the moment. He wondered if she understood the significance of the assassin team on their way in. He hoped so. They had four hours to get out of here and back to the ship.

Normally, Grady thought that prisoners would have been shipped to the research vessel where there were proper cells, but the ‘mutants’ probably weren’t going there on account of possible contamination and Grady wasn’t going to be with them for long enough to go topside either. They were now only interested in keeping him quiet until the Angels arrived.

On the whole the guards were pretty sloppy and it would have been easy to overpower them, but there were more outside and other reinforcements would be speedily available, if Grady understood their patrol system. 

“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about our missing patrol would you, mutant lover ?” The boss guard glared at him suspiciously, his aggression seething below the surface. Grady could see he was containing himself in front of his men.

“Nothing whatsoever, ‘boss’. They probably decided to turn native and go swimming,” responded Grady cheekily.

The smack around his head came out of nowhere and sent him sprawling to the ground, the plascrete grazing his hand as he tried to break his fall. A kick sent him over on his back and he strained to breathe as the paralysis from the kick wore off. He looked up at them and smiled. 

“The Angels like their victims unmolested, that means no bruises, ass-hole !” Grady ground out through the pain, making more of it than there was in case they felt like adding to his threshold.

“What makes you think I give a fuck what the Angels want, mutant-lover ?”

“Boss, you don’t want to mix with them. Seriously ! They’re fucking bad news all round. I’m not even going to be here when they come. They might decide to raze the camp with us in it for the grell of it, that’s the kind of people they are,” the guard who had prior knowledge of them cut in swiftly.

“What ! You scared, Ballard ? Maybe I will put you on guarding the prisoner when they come for him,” the boss laughed nastily.

“You won’t find me here when they come, you do your own dirty work, boss. I don’t get paid to commit suicide,” Ballard replied.

The boss looked ashen-faced and rounded on Ballard. His temper now clearly evident.

“Ballard, you sonofabitch. You’ll do as I order, or swing for it, understand ?”

Ballard walked out of the cell to go back to his post waving his hand as he went. “Yeah, boss, if you say so,” he said over his shoulder, seemingly completely unafraid of the threats.

“Interesting relationship you lot have going here,” Grady chuckled then coughed as the pain from the hard kick erupted again.

The man just looked at him as if deciding whether or not to finish him off there and then, but then he looked back at the retreating figure of Ballard and his puzzled frown made Grady realise the warning had got through to the thick-headed goon as he seemed to reconsider. The man turned to the two remaining guards who had stood quietly by as if this was a regular event, which it most likely was, Grady thought.

“Shut this mutant lover up and let’s get out of here. I think Ballard might be right we need to clear the decks in case anything goes wrong.” He stormed off after the other guard.

Angels receive update from CNR Persipis captain.

“Leader, I have an incoming message from the Persipis.”

“Put it onto my comms, I’ll take it here.”

Olgar signalled to his officers to join him at his console. They would need to hear the mission updates too.

“Captain Pritchart,” Olgar identified the caller.

The face that looked back was pale, and showed real fear, even at this range the picture was clear. The Angel’s reputation was fearsome, they had ensured it was so - it was good for business.

“I – I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, er, who am I speaking to ?” Pritchart asked nervously, half expecting to be told it wasn’t his business to know. Olgar on the other hand needed people to know him. As leader of the assassins he was their single point of negotiable contact.

“My name is Olgar, you will only know my name, my organisation works best when it remains anonymous,” he responded neutrally.

“Well, Olgar. How can I help you ?”

“You can start by telling us what you know of these targets, and who on your ship, besides yourself, knows anything about them. We might need to talk to them for additional information,” Olgar asked innocently. He intended to know as early as possible how many needed to be taken down on the Persipis.

“I’m the only one besides my comms officer who is monitoring them. He won’t be able to provide anything substantive, he just fields the calls and monitors the airwaves.”

“Good, let’s keep it that way shall we ? It makes our job a lot simpler if we have only one point of information.”  Olgar nodded approvingly, they only had one target to neutralise on the ship. Easy.

“So, please give us the run-down on their present location and what they are doing ?”

“Well, that’s the thing, one of them walked into our base camp and we took him prisoner immediately. We have him locked up with some mutes we pulled out of the sea yesterday.”

“Where’s the other one ?” Olgar asked excitedly.

“We think they are near, we picked up life signs a while back, but have lost the trace so they may be using an bio-sign inhibitor.”

“She will try and rescue the other agent,” his SIC interjected off-screen.

Olgar nodded.

“If they do we will capture her too. I have enough men down there to take her down,” the Captain responded.

“Hmmh ! Listen Pritchart, that’s not going to work for us. Give me a moment. Standby,” Olgar muted the comms.

He turned to his SIC. “Frankly, we want them away from the camp otherwise we will have a harder job containing the information. We need to know how many people in the camp know who these people are,” his SIC offered.

The third officer who was also present and very much a junior partner coughed, “Sir, we need to let the woman rescue the man, then take them both out when they leave the camp.”

“What about the men who were involved in the agent’s capture ?” the SIC asked.

The third officer was ready for that too. “They could have an accident away from the camp ?”

Olgar agreed. “That would be the preferred solution. I’m alright about wiping out the camp with a missile, but it would raise ugly questions and I want to keep it as clean as possible, just in case we have to take out anything major like the parent ship. Still, I think I know what to do here.”

He re-opened the comms to Pritchart. “Here’s what you’re going to do.”


Chapter Seventeen

Straight From the Melting Pot

Grady turned to look at back of the cage. He found himself facing a crowd of mutants who were viewing him with considerable animosity. Grady realised that to them he must represent the people that were attacking and killing them and they were not able to differentiate between him and their mutual enemies. 

They began creeping forward, their hands still shackled with their e-cuffs.

Grady spoke to Shrilla,

“Are you getting all this ? Do we have a Plan B ?”

Shrilla laughed grimly. “I can’t get anywhere near you at the moment. They’ve congregated outside and there’s some kind of conference going on with a comms unit.”

Grady couldn’t respond. He was already moving to one corner of the cage to provide himself with more of a defensive position. They could only attack him from the front now which meant he had more of a chance of protecting himself from real harm.

They looked menacing, and Grady wondered just how this was going to go down. They had the numbers, but not much else, their hands were e-cuffed like his. The first one was about to reach him, but the e-cuffs registered his heightened aggression and assuming it represented an attack on the guards, or an escape attempt and automatically stunned him to his knees. The others drew away from him, but remained close. Their aggression levels, though still raised, were curbed at the sight of their fellow attacker’s semi-conscious body on the floor. 

This reminded Grady of his own predicament. He squatted down and pressed the e-cuffs against the heel of his shoe activating the black market neutraliser he’d hidden there, one of his illicit purchases from the Rift. The red light died and they sprung loose. His hands now free, he opened his arms to flex them a little to intimidate the mutants visually. He could handle them if they didn’t come at him too fast, he thought - maybe.

As they closed in again Grady sensed a commotion behind them and a lot of clicking ensued. He remembered the beach. This was definitely sophisticated communication, but on a level humans had never attempted. The sea of bodies parted and a muscular young man pressed to the front and turning away from Grady, pushed the others back. The clicking continued and now Grady could see the throats of four or five of the males articulating the sounds. The one that had pushed them away turned to Grady. The man’s face looked vaguely familiar.

“You killed off-landers,” he accused him in stilted Standard.

Grady looked at him and realised he was one of the men rescued from the beach. He hadn’t stayed free for long, he thought.

“They were bad men,” Grady replied. “They don’t represent my people, just other bad men,” he explained wanting to differentiate between him and the ‘off-landers’ the mutant was referring to.

“We know, friend not here ?” he enquired looking around for Shrilla.

“No, my friend is outside waiting to help us escape,” Grady replied. “If they don’t kill me first,” he chuckled indicating the other mutants still milling around behind their leader.

“You not ‘en’Traech’, not be harmed. I have told.” He gestured, indicating the group.

“Thank you, I see you got re-captured. How did that happen so soon ?” Grady enquired.

“I come to rescue my people. Lead them home,” the mutant offered by way of explanation.

“I see. You have a plan to leave here, then ?”

“No, but will die before allow off-landers to take our people.” The mutant was clicking with the others in between talking to Grady who thought maybe that their conversation was being translated.

Grady took off his shoe and defused the mutant leader’s e-cuffs, then showed him how to do the others. While his shoe was being passed around unlocking their cuffs, Grady took the opportunity to suage his curiosity.

I’m called ‘Grady’ what’s your name ?” 

“Off-landers call me Kraell, given name not possible to translate in Standard.”

“It’s very impressive, how do you talk using throat clicks, who taught you to do that ?”

The mutant looked puzzled. “I learned your ‘Standard’ to speak with off-landers so I can say to leave and not return to Ekte,” Kraell replied.

“No, I meant the clicking noise you make with your throats, it must be very difficult to learn how to do that. The human voice-box isn’t designed to make these sounds.”

“Clicking is our language. We speak it in sea, carries our words long way. Off-landers tried learn, but not possible. It easier me learn Standard.” His puzzled look remained as he realised there was some kind of misunderstanding, but not understanding where.

When Grady realised that the clicking was their natural speech he felt excitement rising deep in his gut, but he needed more information.

He was about to ask another question when his ear-bud burst into life.

“I know you’re enjoying yourself in there, but didn’t they say something about a time limit ?” Shrilla asked.

Grady swung his head away from Kraell to respond to Shrilla. “True, they have a squad of Angels inbound to take us out of here. Guess that means that they don’t want any witnesses,” he replied.

He turned back and spoke to Kraell who was handing back his shoe.

“We need to all get out of here. There are some really dangerous men coming and I think they intend to kill everyone.”

The mutant nodded in understanding. “We ready. Go as soon as open door,” he gestured towards the locked cage.

Rescued by Shrilla 

Shrilla watched as Grady got himself captured. He was an idiot, she’d decided. He’d reassured her that he would be able to get inside the big dome without difficulty. Now, he was a prisoner and she, his only means of rescue.

Sitting there listening to his chatter with the mutants she wondered about him and these ‘mutants’. Half an hour later she was no closer to an escape plan. The guards had settled into a long dispute with someone possibly on the Persipis, but that in itself wasn’t the problem. It was how to escape once she had recovered Grady and the other prisoners. There was no way they could clear the area fast enough after she shot the guards. They would immediately direct the Persipis’ sensors and be tracked from space and eliminated.

She turned her field of vision to take in the rest of the camp. The tablet that she carried with her everywhere told her there were now active sensors in the vicinity between her and the bubble where Grady was being held, although they didn’t tell her precisely where. They must have had them turned off before, she thought or they would have discovered them when Grady entered the camp.

She watched as the guards finally moved off leaving a single guard to man the door to the prisoners.

Within a few minutes a strong communication signal coming from the main bubble indicated a potential radio-link, probably with the Persipis itself. Hopefully, they weren’t actively scanning the area, or her attempts to hide might be wasted. She had no idea if her bio-diffuser worked against Core ships. It was only supposed to operate in local areas to confuse static sensors.

A large shadow crossed over her head, the engine noise following a second behind - a corporation shuttle. It descended towards the flat area not far from where Grady was being held. The twin engines fell silent on approach as they were superseded by the landing jets. The ground beneath it blew into four separate disturbed clouds of dust billowing outward from the centre causing Shrilla to hold her breath and scrunch her eyes up as the mini tornado went over her head. The heat of the blasted air burned her skin, but was gone as soon as the shuttle touched down on its pads.

Even as it settled on its landing struts, the side door dropped down on its hydraulics and seconds later the pilot came out and walked off towards the main building leaving the door wide open and amazingly, unsecured. 

Shrilla didn’t hesitate and immediately began stalking the pilot hoping to creep in when the alarms went off and before they were reset. It was a very small window of opportunity, but one she could well manage, so long as the guard didn’t see her as she ran through the same area as the pilot’s short entrance. As she split off she kicked something unseen and anticipating the alarm going off, she rolled behind a small bush just as it blared.

Lying there panic-stricken she waited and hoped, not daring to look up in case the movement was detected. Instead, she carefully looked sideways and back until she saw what she was searching for. Sensors were tagged in the ground and hidden behind small tufts of grass. You wouldn’t detect them coming in, but could easily see them coming out. Shrilla reckoned she was past them and hoped there were no more. The alarm that had sounded stopped and the voice of the guard was clearly calling out an ‘all clear’ to someone. She was in.

There was no way to creep up on the guard, he would see or hear her and there was no sense waiting. Either they would succeed, or not and that was that. She knew the moment the crack of the laser beam was heard, that Grady would know she was coming and do what he could to prepare his escape. Shrilla was relying on being able to get them to the shuttle before anyone realised what was going on. Poor choice of venue for a rescue, but the AWA were trained for these kind of missions and Shrilla was more than prepared to kill everyone in the camp if she had to.

Guessing that the pilot had landed to pick up a new cargo and at that time of day meant he would likely stop in the canteen for some lunch, Shrilla reckoned she had a while before the opportunity would be lost. She wouldn’t need long.

Sighting along the short barrel to keep her laser aimed directly where the guard would be just before he turned away Shrilla waited the few seconds it took him and then fired. The crack of the weapon’s discharge was loud in the silence of the camp corner as Shrilla ran towards the bubble. She guessed that someone would be along in the next thirty seconds to see what was going on.

The valve to the bubble was unlocked and she dragged in the dead guard knowing from Grady there would be no others within. When she turned around to view the cage the sight of Grady unharmed, with just bruising around his head left her relieved.

The crack of her laser echoed in the habitat as she flashed the lock off the cage. 

She called to them.

“Come on, there’s a shuttle transport waiting outside we can use to escape the camp.” Then she saw the number of prisoners and blinked. “Oh crap !” she uttered realising there were too many for the shuttle.

“Cannot all fit, we go other way,” said a mutant that was standing close to Grady.

 She looked up at the face of the mutant and was immediately drawn by the green eyes and the strong features of the human that looked back. She felt a tingle go down her back as she caught sight of a membrane crossing under the eyelids and the nasal openings seemed to open and close quickly.  He smiled at her and she saw white teeth that looked sharper than normal. not bad, she thought, quite good-looking for a mutant as her gaze was drawn back to the green of his eyes.

“Some of you can come with us, we can drop you near the sea,” she responded.

“Thank you, Shrill-A,” he said looking at her as intently as she did him.

“Oh ! no problem, Kraell is it ?” she responded watching closely as the mutant’s facial features seemed to ripple. She stepped back a little startled at the discovery that his skin was scaled, but so finely that you wouldn’t know without being close when he did that.

“Yes, Kraell is my name.”

“We must escape now, and quickly.” She picked up the laser rifle and showed it to him. “Do you know how to shoot ?” Shrilla asked him, watching his face keenly for another glimpse of those scales.

“No, Poi don’t use wepp-ons like this,” he answered, shaking his head disapprovingly.

“OK, then stay close to me or Grady as we leave.” Shrilla turned to see that Grady was already at the door preparing to exit.

“Do you have a plan ?” he asked as they rushed to join him.

“Yes, run like fuck and head for the shuttle !” Shrilla responded tartly.

“OK, that’s workable,” Grady nodded seriously, but the corner of his mouth quirked a little to stifle a grin.

Looking out through the door there were no obvious signs of response to the disturbance. There was no sign of anything which made Grady suspicious. Shrilla looked out and seeing the way clear, pushed by him and began to move towards the perimeter..

“C’mon, we have no time to lose, the shuttle is only a short distance away.”

Grady, bemused by her sudden aggressive behaviour realised she was right and pulled Kraell close behind him and moved out behind her trailing by a good twenty feet as she sprinted for the shuttle that he could see a ahead of them. The others were all piling out behind them.

Suddenly Shrilla stopped and pointing her laser shot a bolt into the ground near her, first on the left, then again on the right. The crack of the laser fire seemed subdued in the open, then she was off running again. This time she didn’t stop and continued to gain distance from them as Grady and Kraell still worked to get their muscles unknotted from the confines of the e-cuffs.

Grady heard shouts from behind them and glanced quickly to see the nature of the threat. Two guards, both with laser carbines pointing in their direction had appeared. He grabbed Kraell and pushed him ahead so that he could shield him from any stray shots. If their weapons were the same as the guard’s rifle that he had taken, it wasn’t the best on the market and had poor performance at mid-range. If they were excellent shots they might hit him, but it was unlikely and they were now nearly at the shuttle.

Shrilla had vanished inside and was already starting up the engines when Grady pushed Kraell inside and told him to grab onto something and hold tight. Kraell put his head back out and clicked at the others some of whom were wandering confused, while others had already reached the edge of the clearing and were vanishing into the undergrowth. The wandering ones picked up their activity and headed for the trees.

Grady got to the cockpit just as the shuttle came under fire from the two guards who had now been joined by four more who were shooting wildly at them as they ran for the shuttle’s open doorway.

“Close the valve and let’s get out of here,” Grady shouted just as Shrilla launched them into the air over the heads of the running guards who instead of shooting were now diving to the ground to escape the landing stanchions that Shrilla had deliberately not retracted.

Grady warned Shrilla. “Look out for Angels, they’ve been sent in to eliminate us by the corporations. So they might already be inbound.”

“I’ve heard of them, but never come across them. Are you sure they are here ?” she answered while jigging the shuttle to avoid potential fire from below. She thought their main problem would be the Persipis, but it was a research ship so not likely armed with long-range atmospheric weapons.

“Imminent, I would guess from the guard chatter,” Grady replied scanning the sky in front of them as they headed out over the sea.

Shrilla was no longer listening, she had a bad feeling about their escape - it seemed a little too easy now they were away. Not one laser burn on them, or the shuttle and those guards wouldn’t have missed all of the targets. Something wasn’t right and as she thought of Grady’s comment about Angels her concern mounted.

“We got away too easy,” she warned him.

“You think ?” he replied, confirming her worst suspicions.

Angels Wreak Havoc

The weapons specialist knew his job and had the target lined up as they came out of their hiding place hovering unseen and undetected in the jungle close to the camp. Their vessel had waited until they were over the sea, then crept up behind the shuttle unseen due to its inbuilt deflection system and the shuttle’s blindness to their transponder signature. They wouldn’t even be aware the Angels were on their tail without physically looking behind them, which was something that most shuttles couldn’t actually do. They didn’t normally have rear windows and only a single rear facing camera for landing positioning.

“Fire missiles !” called out Olgar as his main gunner closed up the weapons lock on the fleeing target.

“Missiles away, sir.”

Olgar monitored the missiles as they flew straight to the target which also had no monitoring ability for inbound threats. Corporation shuttles were bare-bone craft where everything was excluded except that which was absolutely required to navigate the vessel to a landing on the surface. If they could squeeze one extra load into the vessel or another able body, then economically it was air worthy.

 Both smoke trails indicated the direction of the missiles as they homed-in on and hit the port engine. The resultant explosion took out the entire stubbed wing section. Their own vessel was far enough behind the shuttle not to get caught in the flying debris as the ENCIO shuttle went into an immediate and uncontrolled dive. He watched as the pilot attempted to gain some degree of control over the plummeting craft and ordered another salvo to be fired to be on the safe side. They had stipulated no remains and that meant total obliteration.

The shuttle attempted to level out at less than one hundred feet and caught turbulence from the up-draft from the surface. Both missiles slipped wide, but exploded on contact with the sea causing a tumultuous backlash that threw the shuttle directly downwards. Olgar watched as the stricken wreck bounced off, then impacted with a large wave. He smiled with satisfaction as it began to sink. Less debris to remove if it sinks in one piece, he thought.


Chapter Eighteen

Into the Sea

The first they knew of the attack was the moment the explosion catapulted them out of their chairs and across the control panel. 

“Ugh ! What the fuck was that ?” Grady moaned as he prised himself away from the navigation panel feeling for anything broken.

Shrilla had been just as badly hit, but was slow pulling herself upright against the gravitational pressure as the shuttle threw itself into a dive from the explosion and the resultant power loss. At their present height flying was impossible as the ungainly flying box wasn’t capable of maintaining any kind of height on its remaining single engine. 

Grady glanced back seeing the side of the shuttle was now open to the fresh air of Archon-5. The mutant looked frightened as he peered past Grady at the scene through the cockpit window. Recognising it was the sea that that was coming towards them at a very fast rate he had the good sense to find somewhere to lodge himself. 

Grady continued to watching Kraell as he fought to strap himself into his own chair. The mutant, with surprising strength, pulled himself towards a main strut that would offer him some protection. Maybe he had some instinctive knowledge of impact stresses, because he chose the one location that would probably hold fast in a crash.

Grady briefly wondered how the mutant would know how to prepare for a such an event, but the man just grimaced at him, grabbing a loose packing strap, quickly winding it around himself and the strut, bracing for the coming impact. Grady nodded at him approvingly before turning around just in time to see the sea coming up at the cockpit windscreen. He flinched and put his arms up to deflect what seemed an unavoidable crash-landing as Shrilla pulled hard on a combined pair of levers, determined to force them to do her bidding. Something must have given way because they pulled up at the last second and the nose briefly saw the skyline. However, their downward momentum couldn’t be stopped entirely and the section beneath their feet was about to take the impact.

Remembering his crash training, Grady had pulled his feet up from the deck and tucked his heels into the front of the chair. It was designed to absorb massive impact, but if his legs were in contact with the deck when it crunched, every bone all the way to his thighs would shatter and the shock would probably kill him. He glanced up to see what he was likely to hit if his chair broke loose and was relieved to see that he would probably miss the nearest bulkhead. He ducked his head down anyway. Shrilla was doing the same, although being smaller she was able to curl herself neatly into the seat.

The impact, when it came, was bone-crunching, jarring him all the way to his neck. As they hit the top of the first wave, the second wave right behind caused the bulkheads to heave as the acute angle of contact forced the ship’s bow upwards again. They rebounded into the air and skated the tops of the next few waves while continuing to slow. It would have been a textbook landing had it not been for the sudden water plumes on either side that exploded around them causing the shuttle to keel over from the force of the water hitting them.

Grady hung on to the base of his seat as it bucked beneath him, threatening to break off entirely and send him flying into the main bulkheads. He saw the wall of water towering above them, a direct result of the near-miss of the missiles exploding beneath them. The shuttle got caught in the whipped frenzy of disturbed water and was dragged deeper into trouble. Then the sky disappeared to be replaced with the sensation of rolling as the ship now caught in the heavy whirlpool was sucked beneath the surface.

He looked around, dazed from the few minutes of mayhem. Only now beginning to realise they stood little chance of surviving this. Water was entering from every direction as the impact had broken the back of the ship and they were sinking fast. 

He unhooked his seat restraint, but held onto the chair while leaning over to get a better view of Shrilla. She looked as though she had been battered by a bulkhead and was bleeding, but not much.

“Shrilla, wake up !” Grady stretched out and shook her by the shoulder trying to pull her round before they completely sank beneath the roiling waves. 

“We have to swim for it before the ship sinks,” he cried, but he could tell she was still only half-conscious and disoriented. He would have to get to her and pull her free from her seat which had buckled from the impact and was now jamming her against the side bulkhead.

As he climbed across, the ship section bucked beneath him as the waves pounded them from above. Now they were below the surface the craft seemed to stabilise a little. He turned to see if the mutant had survived. The man seemed fully aware of their predicament and was quickly, but competently unwrapping the cargo tie that had so far kept him safe. He finished freeing himself, looked at Grady, nodded. Then taking a good look at them both trapped in the cockpit, dived into the breach through the incoming water flooding into the back half of the shuttle. Then, just like that, he was gone.

“Oh, fucking great !” Grady muttered furiously. He’d hoped the mutant would help him get Shrilla out of the cockpit which was becoming increasingly more difficult as the seconds ticked away. As the water filled the ship sections it was slowly creeping up towards them. As he undid the strap Shrilla collapsed into him causing him to fall against a bulkhead. He thought he felt a crack, but ignoring it as he felt the shuttle shift as it sank into the deep. He managed to keep hold of her as the shuttle rolled and settled on it’s back and they both ended up on the cockpit roof. 

The angle of the shuttle now meant it was retaining air inside and holding back the ingress of water into the cabin, but then the wreck shifted again and Grady was trapped with Shrilla as water now cascaded in through the cockpit’s hatch. They had at best minutes. There was no way he would ever be able to drag both himself and his partner through that pressurised waterfall. He had no idea how deep they were and doubted they would even have enough air to get to the surface. Their chances looked dire from where he was lying.

He shifted his attention to the cabinets around the cockpit trying to find something that would help them, but there was nothing, just star maps and general navigation equipment, mostly spare parts. He sank back and felt the water lapping around his lower body. It wouldn’t be long now. His only hope would be if the water pressure equalised and they would then be able to swim out through the hole in the side.

The water brought Shrilla back to consciousness, as her body reacted to the cold of the rising water. Grady moved them close to the top corner of the roof where the air pocket would keep them alive for a little longer.

“We need to get out of here, Shrilla. Now !” he shook her. It was no good, she was still too dazed. He considered abandoning her, but then shook that off. They might still have a chance as long as the shuttle skeleton held if they didn’t sink so deep that the craft was crushed under the pressure.

“Grady, get out of here. Leave me - save yourself,” she muttered weakly as she recognised their danger. Trying to pull away from him she began to shuck herself back into the furthest point from the water in an effort to delay the inevitable.

The water continued to creep towards them as the light began to fade. They were sinking deeper as more trapped air was displaced.

Grady was deeply worried, not believing they could survive this. He’d sensed the vessel was moving deeper while filling the cockpit at too high a pressure for them to fight their way out. Even if they did get out, he knew the longer they waited the further they would have to swim - without air - to get to the surface. They were space veterans, they knew the risks. Is drowning any worse than breathing a vacuum, he wondered.

Well ! he thought as he resigned himself to his fate, they wouldn't have long to wait to found out.

Leave No Trace

“Maintain vigilance, there must be no survivors. Remember, our orders were very specific,”  Olgar reminded his crew, not that they needed it. As a matter of course they rarely left anyone alive on a mission, the people that worked for him were bloodthirsty, cold, calculating assassins. They were the most non-empathic creatures the galaxy had produced. His leadership was a direct result of his own murderous ambition, one simply killed the leader to take his or her place, if you could survive the settling in period when all-comers were permitted to unseat you, by fair means or foul. 

It ensured only the worthy survived to lead.

One of the gunners thought the delay while they checked was a waste of time and glanced across at him.

“They’re unlikely to survive without safety gear this far from landfall.”

Olgar looked sharply at the younger assassin and smiled malevolently. 

“You would do well to remember that we leave nothing to chance. Perhaps, I should throw you out the hatch into these seas and let you check out the wreckage personally ?” He cocked his head as if considering the option seriously.

The gunner looked away, quickly hiding his surliness. Olgar smiled. It was an important function of leading these men that he kept his hard callous nature showing with a sharp serrated cutting edge, otherwise they would be on him like a pack of Rapsairan desert dingos. 

 The screen showed images of the wreckage and the gunner depressed the firing stud. The piece of flotsam in his sights disintegrated from the multiple impact of explosive shells. Thermal imaging gave no indication of life signs on, or near, the surface and he moved swiftly on to the next, keeping an eye on his leader in case he was serious. He didn’t dare say he was unable to swim as Olgar would simply throw him in and tell him it was time to learn.

Above the raging sea the assassin’s craft continued to hover, the down draft from its prodigious engines flattened the waves around the wreckage making it easy to shoot at. The mini rail-guns slid in their recessed mounts, angled downward seeking targets, some of them firing automatically at any wreckage that might hide a human survivor.

“Drop drones, I want visuals of their bodies,” Olgar ordered.

“And where is their spaceship, the... the Citrix ?” he shouted angrily, checking the file for the name of the vessel. They needed to remove ‘all traces’ and that meant the ship they arrived in.

“There’s no trace on the sensors, they must have it hidden and shielded,” came back the answer.

“Well ! find it !” Olgar thundered as he stormed off the bridge, leaving his men to frantically hunt for a needle in a haystack. A needle that might, or might not be findable. 

Olgar keyed the secure access to his cabin and entered looking forward to dropping the ‘evil pirate’ façade, even if only for a few minutes.

The comms unit was blinking. He looked at it balefully expecting it to be Phang and had already half decided to ignore it, but realised it would only delay the inevitable confrontation. He activated the video-stream and leaped back in surprise.

“Dalt !” He was astonished to see his clone brother on the end of the video call. Nobody on the ship knew of the links between Olgar and the DIA, his brother and the Dispersalistas. This was necessary because of the type of work they did and the necessity to remain anonymous.

But Dalt ! He was astonished. They had no reason to talk to each other, operating as they did at completely different spectrums of the DIA’s wide-ranging services. There was little they agreed on, but a call from his brother was something that they would both take gravely seriously.

“Yes, it’s me, I see you, brother. Now, you have to tell me,  did you complete your latest mission ?” Dalt asked without preamble. The intense look on his brother’s face warned Olgar not to avoid the answer, although his immediate curiosity at Dalt’s interest was piqued.

“Yes, we were successful, we’re just in clean-up mode now,” he offered blandly, not yet wanting to mention the lack of physical evidence.

Dalt visibly blanched at the news, Olgar actually saw him stagger as though hit by something hard. Knowing Dalt as he did, Olgar suddenly had a bad feeling about the reason for his brother’s call.

“What ?” he responded nervously. “What could this contract have to do with you, or your group ?”

Dalt just licked his lips as if trying to think on his feet. He looked like his world was collapsing around him and if Olgar was right about the bad feeling he had in the pit of his stomach, it might also be bad news for him.

“The target was a man named Grady ?” Dalt asked.

“Yes, an AWA Agent and his partner. We took them out approximately thirty minutes ago,” Olgar replied cautiously, wondering where this was leading.

“100% ?” Dalt asked wanting to hear some chance of remission.

Olgar nodded, confirming Dalt’s fears. “Yes ! No bodies, but no chance of recovery, they were taken out over the sea and they never surfaced. We have drones searching the wreckage for bodies. What’s this about, brother ? You’ve never shown any interest in our operations before. Why now ?”

Dalt sighed expansively as his pent-up breath gave out. “Grady was our ‘sleeper’ in the AWA and was close to finding an important source. We believe the planet he is on now, might be what we have been looking for.”

Olgar felt sick in the pit of his stomach, but how could he have known ? They had many sleepers, but the AWA was difficult to penetrate. If they had one there, he would have been an outstanding asset. There would be repercussions ; Olgar could almost feel the summoning from the elders. They would not be lenient and they would accept no excuses. He and his crew were as good as dead.

“I can give you their location. It’s the best I can do. We haven’t found their spaceship,” he offered his brother. He knew it was a paltry offer, but was at a loss to know how to proceed from here, such a development was unprecedented.

“Their ship has our sensor-blocking abilities. I will find it,” Dalt responded bleakly seemingly too bereft to talk further. “Stay well, brother,” he finished, as the screen blacked out.

Olgar staggered to his desk and pressed the intercom button.

“All hands - cease all activities, advise immediately if any life signs are detected. Do not, repeat DO NOT engage. If contact made advise me immediately.” He sat at his bunk and laid his head in his hands. Not for the first time he berated himself for allying with the corporations. He had made good money, had a good run, fought many enemies of the Dispersal, often against advice from the elders. Now, he would pay a heavy price.

He decided then that Phang would also pay. The elders would expect some recompense besides his own head. Ah ! Well, it was good fun while it lasted, he thought as he prepared to go back onto the bridge and see what he could do to render assistance to his brother. If he and his crew died in action now, it would be a good thing and would bypass the hell of a tribunal with the elders of the Quorum.

Dalt responds to the News from the Angels

When Dalt closed the connection to his brother, he swore vehemently before giving up the coordinates of the attack to his navigator. They were at least an hour from Archon-5. It would be too late to do anything. Nonetheless, he decided, they would do everything they could. First they would find the ship, then try and piece together what had occurred prior to the Angel’s intervention. One thing he knew for sure, he knew his brother and Encio corporation would pay a heavy price for the loss of Grady.

He coded a message to headquarters. It would mean that there would be a tribunal and he thought hard about how he would justify the fact they weren’t closer to Grady as required by mandate. Shadowing him had meant keeping him from such harm as this, but it was difficult when Grady had such a high action-based profile. It had been a calculated risk. What they hadn’t accounted for properly was the increasing aggravation of the Core navy, being stirred up no doubt by the corporation’s need to regain the initiative with the mutant enclaves. That, and the fact that the Angels were so deadly efficient. Dalt thought the elders might withdraw the Angel’s license over this, but he couldn’t see Olgar giving up his team, his ship or the Angel’s way of life. He knew his brother would be hurting right now. Damaging their own assets in the field, however accidental it was, left them all heavy of heart.

No doubt about it, Dalt had miscalculated, but he needed to know why. What was so important about Archon-5 that had put ENCIO into a spin that resulted in the Angels being called in. 

Could he retrieve Grady’s ship and recover any data to take back to the Council ?

“We’re approaching Archon-5. CNR Persipis is hailing us on an irregular frequency. It’s likely our asset onboard.” The call came through his open comms link.

“Give them the codes and find out what they have for us,” Dalt said without picking up the receiver. His AI would automatically transfer the response via its open microphone.

He presumed that would be their agent, placed there to provide them with the information he still didn’t have. What was it about Archon-5 that was causing everyone to get jittery. Damn It ! What the hell happened, Grady. How did you get so careless that you got yourself killed ?

He remembered there had been a second agent with him when they left the space-port. Was she with him when the Angels took them down ?

His comms unit flashed at him. He answered. It was Olgar.

“Brother, good news, perhaps,” he shrugged non-committally.

“The drones have entered the ship and scanned the vicinity of the wreck. It appears there are no bodies and the ship was empty. There were no signs that the missiles killed them and the impact with the sea wasn’t harsh enough to do so either. It is reported by the land-base that there were three aboard the shuttle, which tells us that at least one mutant left with them. The others all escaped overland. We’re extending our search and I’ll report further, but in my line of work no bodies means they’ve escaped somehow.” 

Dalt 's hopes rose and said so. “That’s good news, brother. Let me know if you discover anything - anything at all.” His dejection was lessened by the fresh update.

He turned to his SIC. “What news from our man aboard the Persipis ?” he asked.

“This,” was all he said as he passed him a tablet filled with data.


Chapter Nineteen

Rescued

Kraell returned in the dwindling light. They had thought him gone, but his reappearance through the cabin door gave them hope. The air pocket that was so far keeping them alive was shrinking as the pressure forced more life giving air through the cracks allowing the craft to sink faster. They were running out of time, but to try and escape the sinking craft at this depth would be suicide. Shrilla still wasn’t fully able and he couldn’t drag her downward through the maelstrom of water and out via the hatch. With the mutant’s help maybe they could pull her together. However, the mutant had different ideas and handed them each a small squidgy ball of seaweed.

“Put this in mouth,” he gesticulated pushing the wad towards Grady and another at Shrilla.

“Breathe in through this and out through mouth,” he indicated his nose and pressed Shrilla hard to follow his instructions.

“Do not stop breathing until I say,” he emphasised seriously. In the poor light his features looked very severe and Grady wondered how much of it was the dimming light and how much of it was his growing sense of fear.

He looked suspiciously at the green ball which was almost black in the poor light. It was less than two inches across and definitely some kind of seaweed. He had no idea how this would help, but he looked into the mutant’s eyes and at that moment realised they had no choice but trust him, or die.

Grady slowly placed the ball of seaweed into his mouth and as instructed, breathed out. He watched as Shrilla did the same, she wasn’t as alert as him, but instinctively knew the mutant was trying to help. It was salty and slightly slimy and moved about on his tongue as if responding to something. If Grady had any other option he would have spat it out at that precise moment as his brain refused to accept that this thing in his mouth was going to do anything to help his situation. He was relying on faith and blind instinct. In moments such as these, it was all he could trust.

The reaction from the green ball was almost instantaneous. expanding rapidly, much faster than his brain could react to, faster than his body could respond to. The compact ball unravelled in response to the source of carbon dioxide being expelled from deep within his lungs and rapidly grew down his throat chasing the source of the CO2 to its point of origin.

Grady was choking, sinking towards the incoming flow of seawater. His body’s reaction to the invasion of the fast expanding seaweed forced him into a coughing fit as it attempted to expel the alien invader from his lungs, an exertion that left him totally incapacitated as he fought the desire to cough and the desire to breathe at the same time. 

Shrilla fared no better as her body tried to cope with the invasive growth. She thrashed and kicked at the violent incursion of seaweed into her breathing space and the look of terror in her bulging eyes as it progressed, panicked Grady as much as his own fear of the unknown impending death by asphyxiation. Once it had completely enveloped the interior of his lungs, it progressed up into his nasal cavities making him want to sneeze. His sinuses burned as the seaweed drove its way into his system regardless of anything he did to stop it.

Now, Grady could no longer see, or hear anything as the weed’s growth expanded consuming every inch of him as it took over all available space inside his chest, pushing his ribs outward, distending his lungs to the limit of his ribcage, pressing downward on his diaphragm which was attempting to hold the growth back so his organs weren’t compressed into a smaller space than they needed to survive.

The water was now coming over his head, but there was little point in trying to seek out air as the seaweed continued to morph inside him. Despite this his lungs continued to make the attempt to cough and breathe, cough and breathe, cough and breathe, breathe, breathe, breathe.

Some seconds went by before Grady realised he was breathing - underwater. 

BREATHING ! 

The murderous desire to cough was gone, the lurching desire to expel the growth had disappeared. In its place he now felt strong and powerful as oxygen was drawn from the water by the weed and driven into his lung walls where it was exchanged for carbon dioxide and the process repeated, every time he inhaled, exhaled, there was only seawater transferred. No air bubbles escaped, not one. All were consumed by the weed which continued to develop inside.

Slowly, Grady’s wits recovered. The light, now failing completely as the craft continued to sink into the depths of the ocean, gave him just enough reflection to show him that Shrilla was, like him, breathing and beginning to make sense of her surroundings. A movement caught his attention and a hand grasped his, pulling him towards the cabin door. The water pressure, equalised now the cockpit was full, meant it was easier to swim to the hole in the shuttle and escape. 

Grady could barely see now so instead held tightly to the alien hand that already had an iron grip of his. He felt Shrilla next to him and grabbed her arm, allowing the mutant to drag them through the centre of the craft to the door, and then, just like that, they were free of the sinking craft. There was light a long way below them, which totally confused him until he re-oriented and with it now above him, he looked down to see the dark shadow of the disappearing shuttle as it moved faster, sinking ominously into the depths of the Archon’s sea.

Up to now he had been breathing through his nose and out through the mouth as instructed. For some obscure reason he tried to breathe in through the mouth and promptly choked as his throat accidentally opened and tried to swallow a large amount of salt water. The reaction caused him to vomit which then started a repeat of the process. Suddenly, Grady was in danger of drowning again and was seeing stars at the edges of his vision as he began blacking out. 

Shrilla who now had hold of Grady’s hand saw the vomit expelling from his mouth and must have realised what was going on. She pulled him around and punched him in the stomach just below the diaphragm. As he buckled in pain, it paralysed the abdominal muscles which halted the ingestion of salt water and the expelling of stomach contents. Even though close to passing out Grady in instinctively understood what she had done and fought to regain control of his breathing. It was painfully slow, but within minutes it had returned to a practised rhythm and he was breathing normally again. When he relaxed he found he was able to breathe through nose or mouth, just not swallow in reaction to the flow of water across his throat.

He squeezed her arm, nodding his thanks. When she squeezed back he knew it was all right between them again and was thankful for that. 

The mutant had watched with interest as this played out. He was unsure of what was going on, and was concerned at Grady’s apparent inability to cope with the new breathing regime. He looked relieved when Grady and Shrilla both began to look around them. He gestured, holding out his arms for them to take a hand each. 

Grady felt the hand as it clasped him. It felt different, harder and he realised that the skin must change when underwater. He remembered the girl’s scales rising like hackles as she entered the sea, and realised that was what he was also feeling here.

Kraell looked up, and Grady followed his line of sight to see what had caught his attention. He saw splashes from the surface, objects were being dropped into the water. Mines ? bombs ? Grady squinted to try and focus his poor water sight. He thought quickly and realised they must be drones. They wanted proof of death. Assassins then, looking for proof of death for payout. He looked at the mutant shaking his head negatively. He seemed to instinctively understand it was important to avoid them, and nodded once. They moved off. 

From the flow of the current eddying past him, Grady decided the man must be a very strong swimmer. He tried to help by kicking his legs, but realised his clothes were more of a hindrance and his shoes were positively no help either, but he couldn’t stop the swimmer to remove these things, who despite the drag, was making a good pace. He resigned himself to being pulled along helplessly and in the semi-darkness concentrated on keeping his new and unusual breathing method relaxed and even.

He could just make out Shrilla who was in much the same situation as him. Her hurt arm was dangling by her side, the currents not helping her favour her injury. They continued, dragged relentlessly, the mutant not stopping as they travelled deeper and further. He expected to suffer from the increasing depths, but somehow the seaweed in his lungs adapted and his breathing remained even. He didn’t even have problems with air pressure in his ears as his lungs breathed in the gas mixture at whatever level they swam and seemed to adapt.

When exhaustion was beginning to close in on him, shadows appeared around and below them and he began to make out harsh features. The interest helped to keep him conscious and as he looked over at Shrilla. He saw she was taking an interest and seemed as alert as ever.

They were approaching what seemed in their poor vision, to be a large undersea cliff, looming dark and forbidding. He couldn’t see into the shadows and it worried him that their destination appeared to be somewhere in that inky blackness. His fears were realised as they were swept into the cliff-side and all light and colour departed. He could no longer see anything and strangely it terrified him, but Kraell had a firm grip on his arm and had not slowed his speed. Grady began to realise he was getting cold. It was obviously much colder here than out in the open sea. This area must never get the warmer water that was part of the surrounding seas. For some reason this disturbed him.

Then, somehow Grady felt the angle change. He was sure they were swimming upward now, but he still couldn’t see anything. Then a small light materialised in the far distance. With nothing else to focus on the light held this attention and as the mutant continued to pull them he watched as it grew.

It was evident this was their destination so Grady paid close attention. He could see very little, just darkness on all sides except in front where there was light, lots of bright blinding light. It didn’t seem to have the warmth of sunlight or colour. It could be artificial, he thought.

Without hesitation they broke the surface and Grady’s eyes, blinded by the now unrestricted light source perversely could still see nothing. Nor could he now breathe. He panicked and began to thrash against the hand that still held him firmly. Unexpectedly the mutant dragged them back under the water and he relaxed as the water flowed through his lungs and he could breathe again.

Somehow the fog of cold creeping into his body and the exhaustion that gripped his mind wouldn’t let go of the idea that above the surface he had been drowning, yet under water he was able to breathe. He tried to kick his brain into gear as the mutant forced them back to the surface. 

Again he panicked, but Kraell held his arm, then swung him around so that he held Grady against him and squeezed him hard with one hand. Grady’s lungs collapsed under the strength of the mutants arm and water was expelled through his mouth and nose from the pressure. Then he understood. As air began to enter his system, he retched harshly forcing out more water and opening more of his lungs to the ambient air.

When he was certain that he was going to be alright Kraell let go while Grady, now treading water, felt the turbulence as Shrilla was put through the same process. Every time either of them began to sink from exhaustion, Kraell was there, pushing them up and keeping them afloat while they regained the use of their lungs. As the spasms left Grady and he took more notice of his surroundings, Kraell pushed them towards the edge where Grady could see stone steps he could use to exit the water. He needed no further telling and made his way tiredly to them and dragged himself out of the water, collapsing onto the dry sand. The last thing he knew before he lost consciousness, was Shrilla landing next to him, still retching water and trying desperately hard to breathe in air again. 

He no longer had the energy to care, and his last thought was that against all the odds, they were still alive.

Revelations

Half an hour later Grady was sitting up groggily attempting to take in his surroundings. 

Kraell was sitting watching them, but Grady couldn’t tell from his expression what was going through his mind. He looked disturbed though, Grady thought. Probably trying to work out what to do with them.

He twisted his head around to take in what he could of their situation. They were in an undersea cavern of that there was no doubt. The luminescence emanating from the walls gave them light enough to see each other and the area around them. Grady had seen this type of thing many times before, usually it was a moss or algae growing on the side of the cavern walls feeding off of the minerals seeping through the stone in the water. The cavern itself wasn’t large from what he could see, but off in the corner a darker area showed the promise of something beyond. 

Grady looked back at the mutant that had just rescued them and marvelled at the way evolution had given him such tremendous power in the water. He didn’t look much different in build to Grady, the individual’s strength and stamina was well hidden. Grady was convinced now that this was no genetically spliced mutant even though he had no scientific evidence yet to back him up. Yet it was obvious there was no way their science was this advanced. His long-term training with the Dispersalistas was warning him that he had possibly found what they had been searching for and he needed to observe, observe and observe. 

In himself he felt good, his energy levels were much higher than he expected. He could still sense rather than feel the alien growth in his lungs, even though he was now breathing air directly. The organism appeared to have diminished inside as his lungs expanded with life-giving air instead of seawater. He wondered if this was a permanent relationship that had just formed between him and the symbiotic seaweed, or would it die. Then what would happen ? It was an incredibly complex and efficient symbiotic algae that if taken off-world might well transform many people’s lives. Imagine being able to live above and below the seas independent of air tanks. However, he considered, there might be side effects. He would wait until he could get medical attention and wondered if his Medicbot was up to the task of analysing the growth.

“Thank you for saving us.”  Grady finally found his voice to speak and croaked the words through a throat that was unused to the flow of seawater across it for hours on end. He was actually surprised he still had a voice at all, but thought that might be the effect of the algae in his lungs which seemed to have a calming effect.

Kraell nodded and after first trying to talk through a semblance of whistles and grunts he remembered he was talking to a land-walker and switched to his rough and ready Standard. 

“Why they attack their own people ?” he asked Grady, obviously puzzling over Grady being first a prisoner like them, then attacked by another ship..

Grady thought for a moment. If they were clones, they would know something of the Empire, if not a simple answer was probably best.

“We represent different tribes or groups. They want to take your world for themselves. We are trying to stop them.”

“You want it for yourselves ?” He pointed at Grady and Shrilla, who was still sleeping.

“No, this is your world.” He hoped the answer would reassure him that they weren’t the threat.

The mutant grunted and was silent for a few minutes, obviously digesting their short exchange.

“Where are we ?” Grady tried to get some idea.

“We at historic place of my people. Once we lived in these caves,” Kraell responded curtly.

Not one for long speeches, thought Grady. Probably the whistling and grunting was much more significant when underwater and the little opportunity for vocal speech left him taciturn and reserved.

“Wake her. We must go now,” he gestured at Shrilla.

Grady nudged Shrilla who woke quickly. She sat up looking around at where they had been brought. He could see she was as alert as he, but was rubbing absently at her chest. He smiled briefly at the action, wondering idly what it would feel like to be helping her out.

Kraell saw where Shrilla was looking and gestured to them both to rise and follow him. Grady was cold and hungry, but decided to let the mutant lead them for now and save the questions for later. After all, he had no idea where they were, or how to go about extricating themselves from their current predicament. Kraell at least seemed to have a plan.

Their eyes soon adjusted to the dim light as they made their way into the dark corner. Grady's suspicions were confirmed  and they passed through a stone-cut exit in single-file. Grady went in last. The tunnel was wide enough for walking single file and high enough that he didn’t need to duck, although the hanging weed did startle him briefly as it brushed his head in passing. His hand trailed the sides and he felt the cold wetness that fed the luminescence guiding them.

After a few minutes, they began to hike up an incline. The ground was cut from the rock, but was not slippery like the walls. Nothing seemed to be growing down where they trudged and the surface felt even, as though man or machine made. What kind of race built walk-ways this far beneath the surface when they could comfortably swim and exist beneath the surface. Grady hadn’t seen any evidence of habitation - anywhere. Was the mutant keeping them away from his people ? Probably for the best, he decided. Who knew what they would do if they got their hands on the two of them believing them to be murderers of their own people.

Grady tried to estimate how far they had swum from the crash site. He decided being dragged through the sea would probably throw off his calculations some, but he still estimated they had travelled five miles. He had no idea in which direction though, so set his mind to recalling his memory of the area. 

They had been heading north-west when they were attacked ; the land to their left was probably fifteen miles, and to their right at least twenty. Forward wasn’t an option as that was open sea. They were currently walking on the rise, so it had to be a direction that was taking them towards land. He deduced then that they were probably going west. In which case, they were probably going in the right direction to reach his ship, if it was still there and not discovered by ENCIO. The Citrix would continually scan for his presence, but his Wiband would be useless this far below the surface. Ario would observe the non-contact routines, then proceed to increase surveillance until it was satisfied that Grady and Shrilla were no longer alive, or on planet, then would send out a coded mayday to AW Command. That wouldn’t be for a further seventy-two hours yet.

Their attackers had to be the Angels the guards were referring to. Grady had no idea who had brought them in, but the likelihood was somebody at ENCIO’s head office. That meant Grady and Shrilla represented a big threat to their operation and this wasn’t just a simple mutant world clean-up mission. They had to know there was something, and Grady suspected they knew exactly what was going on here. After all they had their own survey teams.

He had to work on the presumption that somebody at ENCIO knew, or suspected that Archon-5 was a seeded planet. They had their own exploration teams, exobiologists and scientists that could make the intuitive jump and conclude that this world was different. Yet, they were keeping it quiet and attempting to either divert the AWA’s attention or, worse, eradicate the only impediment to their plans for Archon-5. 

Was this the reason for the attack on AW Command ?

Grady knew he was stretching available information to meet a motive, but it was all he had. Everything was falling that way. The attack, the involvement of the Core navy in direct confrontation with AWA, Kildark’s insistence they travel to Archon-5 despite the need for them to resolve the plot and uncover the traitor. Even the sudden addition of a partner seemed to take on new significance. Some, or all of this, would have meaning, Grady just needed to connect all the dots.

First though, they had to get to the ship, escape the planet, and return to the AWC. The answer would be there, he was certain.


Chapter Twenty

An Undersea Hike

They finally reached an area that began to level off and as Grady and Shrilla came out of the tunnel, they found themselves in a large cavern, much larger than the first they had rested in. The light was stronger here and it was possible to see further. A different kind of luminescence transformed the walls. Grady looked around him. There was a large still pool in the centre and the mutant indicated for them to sit and rest while he proceeded to it, bending over in its shallows searching for something. The ripples dazzling Grady as they picked up the luminescence from the cavern walls

Kraell’s body language indicated that he had found what he was looking for, but he continued to search, picking up items, discarding others, until he had a bulky handful held to his chest. Then he made his way back to them and dropped them in front of Grady and Shrilla. Taking one of the black and grey pebbles that he had carried to them, the mutant deftly slipped a taloned fingernail into what appeared to be a crevice and twisted. The action prised open the ‘stone’ and it came away in two halves revealing a white and orange mollusc. They were shells then, some kind of large clam big enough to fit in the palm of Grady’s hand.

Kraell set out the clams in front of them and indicated they should eat. As if to show them how, he took one and pressed a finger beneath the flesh prising it away from the base and then tipped it into his mouth, chewing vigorously for a second before swallowing.

He watched them take up a clam each and follow his example. He nodded approvingly and walked away as if searching for something else. Grady hoped it wasn’t going to be something that crawled or wriggled. His stomach could handle this, but it wasn’t a familiar aspect of his dietary intake and he knew it would rebel if he ate too many of them. They were sweet and the water was evidently fresh because there was no trace of salt in the clam. He soon felt refreshed.

Shrilla sucked at hers appreciatively. She saw him looking and grinned as he continued to chew reluctantly. Her distrust of him was not in evidence at that moment, or perhaps she had been observing Kraell and recognising that he may, in fact, not be a mutant at all. If she acknowledged that, she would have to accept there was parallel evolution at work and that was a step closer to accepting the Dispersal theory. Grady wasn’t holding his breath.

Kraell came back and squatted in front of them nodding approvingly at the empty shells.

Grady tried again to elicit personal information from him.

“What name do you use for your people ?”

“people ? The mutant asked.

“Me, us. My name is Grady. She is Shrilla. We are two people,” and Grady put up two fingers to help him understand.

“Ah ! Understand – Poi – People. I knew this word, not its meaning,” he nodded.

“Kraell, how long have your people been on this planet ?” Shrilla jumped in ahead of Grady. She looked across at him to indicate she had decided to do her own investigation and not to interrupt. Grady was happy to let her. He was sure she was going to get the answers she sought, but not necessarily the ones she wanted.

“Don’t understand ‘this planet’,” he replied quizzically.

“There are other worlds like this one. When did your people come from one of them to here ?”

“Ah, worlds. No, only Ekte,” he responded.

Shrilla looked at Kraell as if waiting for a better answer.

“How many lifetimes have your people lived on this world,” Grady asked, thinking the right question would get the right answer.

“Ah, all of them,” Kraell answered, looking serious as though he was confused at the questions.

Grady laughed. “Good answer,” he nodded.

Shrilla looked pissed, so Grady backed off again.

“Your people must have come to this world by spaceship. Do you know where it is ?” Shrilla asked. It was a reasonable question as they both knew that mutants always arrived in ships, and then left them to rot and rust away having no further use for them. The mutant colonies nearly always regressed when left alone and ships were often treated as relics and places of pilgrimage or hallowed areas that kept them rooted to their history. If they had arrived in this manner, then the mutant would know what she was referring to.

“No ship. Poi live here all lifetimes. Ships bring you and others. Poi have no spaceship.”

Shrillla looked puzzled.

“Who built these tunnels - your people ?” Grady asked indicating the tunnel they had just vacated.

Kraell looked perplexed while he worked out what Grady’s question meant.

“Tunnels here. We use from beginning,” he explained.

“These tunnels were made by machine. They are exact - do your people use technology ? machines ?”

“These tunnels old - old as Poi,” Kraell confirmed avoiding mention of technology or machines. Grady suspected he had understood, but maybe his lack of knowledge of Standard forced him to slip the question. Grady considered the possibility they had technology, but didn’t want him or anyone else to know. He looked into Kraell’s eyes observing the calculating intelligence there that his instincts were warning him not to under-estimate. There was more to these people than first appeared.

Kraell, deciding that he’d had enough of the interrogation, stood up. “We go. More walk, then swim.”

“You take us to land ?” Grady asked as he stood, his cramped legs creaking painfully from the cold that had leached into his muscles and joints while they crouched down.

“Yes, land. Find ship. You leave. Tell others – Go away !” Kraell warned them sternly.

“Aha ! we will certainly try and do that,” Shrilla said encouragingly, keen to be seen to respond positively to Kraell’s slightly aggressive reaction.

Grady wasn’t so certain of the outcome, especially given the problems at the AWC and the proximity of Angels on the planet. He wondered if they had been tasked with extermination of the indigent population as well. That would be disastrous. He happily took up the rear again as they filed off, picking their way around the water to a distant point where there appeared to be several tunnels leading out of the cavern. They took the first one.

The incline resumed and Grady used the time to consider the simple, but precise answers Kraell had given them. His intelligence was obviously high in that he could discern their intent from the simple questions, and respond in Standard. So, his people were called the ‘Poi’ and the planet was called ‘Ekte’. This was not the language of mutants who would normally adopt the star chart name of the planet. Mutants would not have had time to dissemble the Standard language and reassemble a completely different language base. The click-language was evidently quite sophisticated and showed an unexpected versatility. Grady was sure the linguists would have a field day trying to get to the bottom of this world’s history.

Before long the incline levelled again and Grady was surprised to see the light brighter than before, it seemed more natural and then he understood why. They were on another shelf leading to the sea and the light was coming from under it. They couldn’t be very deep now.

There was more sand here amongst the rock and Kraell squatted again in a large patch of flattened sand and picked up a twig of something. 

He quickly drew an outline of the land and sea area where they were. He indicated approximate positions. Highlighting the crash area, he proceeded to draw a line from the site to their current location. It was an impressive distance and much further up the coast than Grady had imagined from memory.

“Where ship ?” Kraell asked them, pointing to his map.

Shrilla began to answer “We can’t divulge – “

Grady interrupted and pointed to the location that he thought the ship was on the rough map.

“There !”

It was quite a way south from their present location. Shrilla scowled at him, but he just ignored her. It was his ship and he was in command. She could pout as much as she liked.

“We swim here to here,” Kraell scratched indicating a deeper location and a circuitous route to the nearest landing position to their ship. It would take them way out of their way and it would be quicker to swim to shore from here and hike. Grady thought some more.

“Why this way ?” he asked. He wondered why Kraell was directing them on such a long journey.

“Your enemies have good eyes. They see everything here,” he indicated the shallow area and the direct route they would take from their present location. “Deeper, safer, then quick to ship from there – you live this way, that way you die,” he indicated the short route.

Grady turned to Shrilla. “I understand what he is referring to. The Persipis is providing sensor coverage of this area as the blister camp is over there. If we go back along that route they will be looking for us.”

“That figures, the deeper water will give us better cover and we can fast hike from that point,” she indicated the proposed landing point . ” And with the deep cover from the jungle we should be able to evade detection,” Shrilla agreed. 

“This Persipis is your enemy ?” Kraell asked inquisitively picking up the new words as fast as they used them.

“Yes, it is the one that wants to take your world. The people there are very dangerous for you – for us too !” Shrilla replied.

“Then we swim as before. Hold hand,” he instructed.

“WAIT !” Shrilla moaned. Grady saw the panicked fear etched on her face. Grady knew exactly what was concerning her. The physical aspects of effectively drowning was terrifying and in danger of rooting him to the spot as well.

“How – how does this work, again ?” she asked plaintively.

“Our people do not naturally swim underwater - it is hard for us to do this,” Grady explained to Kraell.

Kraell just nodded in understanding and watched Shrilla intently.

Grady thought about it and decided that sometimes one had to take a leap of faith and it was his turn. He held his fear in check and jumped.

As the water closed around him, he automatically caught his breath. It wasn’t as cold as before. He realised he was still holding his breath and for the symbiote to become active again he would need to open his mouth. So, with great trepidation he opened the airway to his lungs sucking in a breath and trying desperately hard not to reflexively choke. The cold water rushed in and engulfed his throat and poured into his lungs, but he kept his throat relaxed knowing already what would happen if he panicked now. 

Then he exhaled, watching all the air bubbles escape as his breathing raced in and out in panic trying to find the air he was conditioned since birth to expect, but only the water flowed in and out, the chill numbing his immediate desire to cough.

Then the fear subsided. His lungs worked as he felt the growth expand slightly inside as it took up all excess space, while his hyperventilating calmed in a few seconds. He would adapt to this, he decided, firmly pushing his coping mechanism to the limit.

The water thundered around him and looking around to see what caused it he saw Kraell had leaped into the sea and had hold of Shrilla who was fighting him as he held her under. Grady swam furiously towards them, but then realised he wasn’t attempting to hurt her. He was holding her as gently as he could keeping her directed away from him so she couldn’t reach him. If she had wanted to, Shrilla could probably kill him, but she also realised deep down that he was helping and it was only the inbuilt deep-seated fear she was fighting. 

Grady understood her terror and watched from the sidelines as she thrashed impotently while Kraell held her under. Grady realised that at that point that it would probably never feel natural to do this - ever ! 

His eyesight was still poor under water although the overall visibility was better in the shallower sea and it did seem as though his eyes adjusted better this time. He could now see more than just vague shapes. As Shrilla suddenly stopped thrashing and relaxed, Kraell let go of her and allowed her to sink on her own. Grady stopped maintaining his position and sank with them. The natural buoyancy of his body was gone with the absence of air in his lungs. This left him with a slightly negative weight, which made it easier to move under his own steam.

Kraell spoke to them using the sea-speech. It sounded completely different underwater and although completely unintelligible the richness of the sounds confirmed to Grady yet again that this was no ordinary mutancy. There was evidence of evolution at work here. Kraell shook his head as he realised they could not understand him, and grabbing an arm each, pulled them down and under the step towards the open sea.

This time it was possible to concentrate on their surroundings and the scenery changed continually as he took them deeper on the circuit he had described in the cave. Somehow, knowing the plan made it easier to relax and while Kraell kept up a succession of underwater sounds as he swam it was soon noticeable that they were no longer the only denizens of the sea.

A pod of small sea mammals approached, then maintained pace alongside. Grady realised that Kraell had somehow called them and they were acting either as security or, more likely, hiding them amongst their pod to disguise the sensors until they were protected by deeper water. Kraell was certainly on the ball for a non-space-faring human. He must have great spatial awareness of things beyond the scope of his knowledge and experience to understand the nature of the threat to take such positive action.

Grady looked over at Shrilla and despite her earlier panic, she now seemed to be enjoying the experience. He wondered if she had picked up all the signals that he had. Surely she must see the differences here indicated a parallel evolution as opposed to mutancy, but if she was, she had given no indication.


Chapter Twenty-One

The Citrix Awaits

They were moving into shallow water and the pod of sea mammals that had accompanied them this far now turned away as the bottom rose beneath them. Grady felt sad seeing the creatures slip off back into deeper waters. He’d grown attached to them in the few hours they had swooped and rolled around the three of them. Now, Kraell needed to manoeuvre them closer to an underwater ridge where monitoring from space or drone would prove more difficult. 

Grady felt ice-cold from the lack of exertion and constant flow of water passing over him which had sucked away his body heat. He imagined Shrilla would be faring much the same. He looked across, but still couldn’t see well enough in the water. His eyes were sore from the salt and minerals in the sea. He closed them momentarily giving himself some relief, but it was disorienting and he soon opened them again. 

A few minutes later the bottom came up close beneath him and the drag on his arm stopped as Kraell let go. Realising they had come to the end of their sea journey Grady tried changing his position from horizontal to vertical. He found it was initially difficult and he floundered around while his feet found purchase on the sandy bottom. 

He stood upright to find he was standing in five foot of water close to the cliff that protruded from the land sheltering them from direct view from above. He braced himself for the uncomfortable breathing transition as he coughed up the water in his lungs. The seaweed now was almost helping him, acting as an expectorant, forcing him to retch the water from his system. After a few minutes he was capable of breathing normally as he felt the seaweed shrink, giving way to the natural air displacement. He was soon stable enough to look around him although his eyes, already sore from the seawater, now reacted to the dry air, which stung them and forcing them to water and distort his vision. He blinked rapidly to try and clear the excess and was soon capable of seeing normally.

He heard Shrilla puking the water up and moaning, but Kraell grabbed his arm again and walked him and Shrilla out of the water onto the rocky beach. 

“I go now, you follow this way you come to a... ‘Ah’remsco’.. you call it ‘ravine’. Follow ravine to top. From there you get to ship - few hours - travel quick - very dangerous to go slow.”

Grady looked at him and he could see that Kraell was tired, the strength needed to drag them both nearly all day through the water had taken its toll of him and his body now visibly shook from exhaustion. Grady took hold of both of Kraell’s arms and looked him in the eyes, his own eyes still crying tears from exposure to the air. He must have looked a terrible sight to the other.

“We both thank you again for helping us. We would be dead if you had left us at the wreck.”

“Is okay, you rescue me. I would be dead if you not come,” he smiled warmly appreciative of the sentiment.

As though only just remembering, he dug into the small bag at his waist and pulled out some small items. 

He handed one to each of them. “This what you call ‘token’ - you meet our people - tell my land-name - give this - it say ‘friend’.”

Grady recognised the stones from the floor of the cavern. Kraell had been thinking ahead, even then.

“We will.. when we escape your world, we will tell our people that Ekte is owned by the Poi and you need to be left alone.”

“Ektepoi,” he grinned again at Grady’s use of his language, and then he was gone wading quickly into the water, leaving no wake behind as he disappeared beneath the surface.

Then they were alone, the beach pristine and untouched except where they had exited the water. Grady stepped back into the shadow of the cliff and looked at his partner. She looked haggard, shaking from cold and exhausted from the strain of travelling underwater for hours and the retching of seawater from her lungs.

“How do you feel ?” he asked her in an effort to assess her physical state. They needed to move, but she didn’t look too good. Having thought that he realised if he was to take a look at himself he probably wouldn't look much better.

“Like fucking shit,” she responded miserably.

Grady sympathised. “We’ll both feel better once we get moving. There is still plenty of daylight left. If we get up the ravine and see some sunshine we will soon warm up.”

He looked down at his Wiband. The beacon was active. Ario could now track them and warn them if there was anything coming their way. He’d lost his ear-bud in the crash, or in the water, he had no idea which. It didn’t really matter, lost was lost. He could follow the homing signal and pick up the alarms easily enough though. 

It took them half an hour of hugging the cliff face before they reached the ravine Kraell had told them about. The exercise was heating them up somewhat, but the close proximity to the cliff meant they had none of the sunshine until now. Suddenly, they were getting hot as they climbed out of the ravine towards the peak. Grady tweaked his Wiband and it told him they had a twenty kilometre trek. Two hours, three if they had to negotiate dense jungle. They were labouring under the intense breathing on tender lungs unused to the extremes of temperature as well as air AND water flowing through them. Grady hoped the algae wouldn’t rot or do something that damaged their breathing permanently 

His alarm sounded. Looking at it, the warning indicated air patrol. They took cover and hugged the underside of a large boulder keeping their heat signatures as low as possible. Neither of them had any weapons, there had been no time for Grady to arm himself after the rescue from the blister camp, and Shrilla had lost hers in the crash.

Ten minutes later Ario signalled the all-clear and they continued. There were no further incidents and they made good time back to the ship.

As the Citrix’s valve opened for them they staggered aboard. Grady was hard-pressed not to immediately keel over into his bunk and crash. Instead he sent Shrilla to the Medicbot to sort out her various injuries while he headed for the cockpit.

“Ario, status report,” he croaked, his throat still raw from the constant flow of seawater through it and the subsequent dryness of the planet’s air.

“Currently the threat board is clear. One inbound craft on a reconnaissance. They have been quartering the landmass since your disappearance this morning, which incidentally, caused a considerable flurry of communications between two ships and more than one weapons activation resulting in the downing of a corporation shuttle.”

“Yeah ! Ario - we know about that. We were on that shuttle,” Grady said knowingly.

“Ah ! I understand. I had your proximity down as in the vicinity and my list of questions included reference to that. I can scrub points four through to twelve,” the AI responded.

“Point of note. Your voice is not registering correctly. Have you had an accident, received damage ?” the AI enquired. It was a valid security question meaning the AI was questioning authenticity despite all other things being equal.

Grady acquiesced to protocols. He had installed them so knew it wouldn’t be a positive outcome to dispute the need right now.

“Re-confirm retinal scan and DNA tests, Ario. Lungs have sustained damage in the accident and may be permanently altered. Confirm identity and re-calibrate voice identity. Compare previous and current then check for authenticity of speech pattern against previous records,” Grady ordered. 

If the AI wasn’t happy about his identity, or felt there was something off it was empowered to bypass his orders and make a range of decisions to get it and them back to the AWC. They would be under lock down until the security teams released them at Fording Station.

“Analysing. Please re-submit personal information : Voice analysis begin....”

Grady repeated the filed information.

“Name : Philus Grady

Birth Planet : Tetron-4

Age : Thirty seven. 

Birth-date : Twentieth, fourth, five-two-forty-seven

Agent : Alliance of worlds

AWA Code : 4426ALPHA3459”

The AI confirmed. “Voice changes within acceptable parameters for described organ damage. MedicBot confirmation required to re-instate all protocols. Security lock down in thirty minutes. Please confirm.”

Grady sighed. “Yes, confirmed. Validation within thirty minutes or lock down will commence. Initiate passive security sweep. Advise if hostiles are approaching,” he added for good measure.

He was tired and sore. His eyes hurt. His body, shrivelled by the water, then heated by the sun was feeling the discomfort of radiation burn. The MedicBot procedure was necessary and it would probably also inject him with suppressants to help him operate until the symptoms wore off.

He found Shrilla slumped against the deck in the Medical Bay and checked her vital signs. She was okay, she appeared to have just slumped where she stood and was sleeping.

He initiated the diagnostics and waited while it went through its start-up routine, then went and sat in the corner where the diagnostic tests would be carried out. He called up the three-dimensional image of his lungs and examined the results. A string of microfibres extended throughout the inside of his lungs and meshed completely with the walls. His fitness report included a notice that his lung capacity had increased by thirty percent and his 02 conversion had improved by a margin of fifty percent. Outstanding !

“MedicBot, confirm relay of data to ship AI and advise ‘Captain fit for duty’.”

The MedicBot droned out its response. “Relay confirmed. Fitness confirmed.”

It chuntered ominously, then issued a further command.

“Standby to receive antihistamine and regulated painkillers for muscle strain and mild radiation burn. Recommend immediate increase in fluid, protein and carbohydrate intake. Traces of foreign proteins in stomach contents. No recommended treatment.”

END

Grady checked Shrilla’s medical report and she was also pronounced clear, but suffering shock and results of her recent hypothermia. Her body was shutting down to recuperate. There was nothing he could do for her except let her sleep. She would wake hungry and hateful, of that he had no doubt. He pulled her up and threw her over his shoulder for the short distance to the first cabin. He laid her in then kneeled to check she was comfortable then strapped her down in case he had to take evasive action.

She didn’t stir and he took the opportunity to look closely at her. She’d lost weight and he features looked drawn. However, he looked carefully at her fine features and a warm feeling grew inside him. He gently stroked her face and her hand came up and held his briefly in reaction to his touch, but she didn’t wake and he left her to return to the Citrix’s cockpit.

The CNR ‘Persipis’ is boarded

The two-man squad pushed past the ship’s guards the moment the air-lock opened causing an immediate outcry. 

Leaving the protesters behind them they made their way quickly to the bridge. People stepped aside as the black uniforms and mean-looking demeanour of the visitors brushed all objections aside. The Persipis was an exploration and survey vessel so there was only a small contingent of marines aboard. They hadn’t been warned of the visitors impending arrival and the guard on duty attempted to defend the bridge hatchway from what he thought were intruders.

The leading Angel didn’t bother with any explanation. His laser pistol drilled a hole straight into the man’s questioning mouth and out through the back of his head. A blackened scorch mark appeared on the wall before the agent terminated the beam, while the guard slid lifeless to the floor. They stepped over the body and onto the bridge.  The officers on the deck were half out of their seats when they were waved back into them by both the agents waving guns in their direction. The body on the floor had drawn everyone’s attention to the immediate danger of disputing their right to be there.

“Captain Pritchart ?” the first Angel barked, not seeing him on the Bridge and calling for his whereabouts.

The officer that had evidently been in the command chair glanced automatically at the door to the bridge ready-room to see if the captain was coming out. The agent recognised the amateur reaction. He leapt across the remaining distance and kicked open the door, which was only a flimsy barrier, and stood astride the doorway half in and half out, a pistol in each hand. He seemed quite capable of using both simultaneously.

The captain was caught with his hand in the safe, about to pull something out. He looked guiltily at the agent and went to withdraw something from inside when the laser beam caught him through the temple. His eyes exploded from his head as the excessive heat drove through his skull and out the other side. As he dropped to the floor his hand released the discs he was holding and they fell onto the deck around his body.

The agent had been instructed to collect everything from the safe. His job had just been made a whole lot easier by not having to force the captain to open it first. He nodded to the other Angel, who changed his position to cover the whole of the bridge area, then stepped inside to retrieve the evidence, checking carefully to be sure he had all the loose items spread out on the deck. A fortuitous bit of timing, the man decided as he kicked Pritchart’s arm away to retrieve the last disc.

He looked up to see his companion straddling the doorway facing outward and leaning in to talk to him.

“It’s time to go. Word is in that the original target has survived and we need to be gone before we are discovered.”

“Holy Grell ! How did they survive that ? and why are we suddenly on the same side as our target ?” He muttered sourly as he stood and pocketed the last of the discs.

“Okay, the last objective shouldn’t take us long,” he sighed as he pushed past his companion who was in the process of stepping out of the way. Good teamwork meant they were used to each other’s moves. They both heard the scuffling outside the bridge that indicated the probable arrival of the remaining marines.

“Which of you is Wendrill ?” the leader barked to the remaining bridge crew.

A young junior officer raised his hand tentatively, “Th..th..that’s me,” he responded nervously.

“Get up ! You're coming with us. You have information our leader wants to torture you for. I warn you though, don’t give in to him easily or he will make it all the more painful - he enjoys his hobby and likes to make it last,” the Angel laughed nastily. He pushed the young officer ahead of him as a shield against the marines waiting in the corridor.

At the door the Angel stopped and grabbed four of the bridge crew. 

“You four, go in front and then the other three can go behind,” he pulled the others in behind them.

“HEY ! YOU OUT THERE !” he shouted. “HOLD YOUR FIRE !”

“WE ARE COMING OUT WITH HOSTAGES - IF YOU SHOOT - YOU WILL KILL THEM - THEN, WE'LL HAVE TO KILL YOU.” He laughed.

“Move !” He pushed the front crew members ; none of them were military and represented zero threat to the agents. He knew people and detected only one of them had the potential to do anything. He kept that one close with his laser punched into his armpit.

As they left the bridge, he could see three young marines with guns trained on the group. Three, from a complement of four, he deduced. That meant there were none ahead of him, he hoped. He weighed the odds. No, they wouldn’t have any other crew waiting, he was sure. He nodded to his colleague who pulled the three other bridge crew out with him, completing the entourage.

They made quick time to the air-lock. As expected the area was completely clear, with no further security in evidence. As they gathered with their backs to the hatch it opened behind them providing additional cover from their own crew, all of whom were armed to the teeth and trained like themselves, to kill without compunction. 

The officer that he was monitoring tensed, but at a small nudge from the gun barrel, he relaxed again. Not going to be a hero today then the angel thought to himself only partially relieved. The marines had followed them all the way with guns trained on them. A small diversion even from the officer he was holding, might tip the balance or force a bloodbath. They didn’t need that. ‘Quick, clean and controlled’ was the way they liked to operate. It kept the clients happy if there were minimal casualties.

“Wendrill, get in there NOW !” he ordered the young officer, who despite the threatening behaviour of his captors, seemed calm and reserved, almost relieved.

“The rest of you spread out around the exit port and don’t move or you will end up getting killed by both sides.”

As the lock closed, the marines stepped forward, fanning out and making sure their crew were accounted for with the exception of Wendrill. All were present.

Inside the lock, the Angel crew stood down and the agents pushed Wendrill forward to the smaller bridge and into the spotlight of the small bridge crew.

“Wendrill, you are a wanted man with a price on your head. Luckily, you are needed alive so please don’t do anything stupid and we’ll have you back home to your Mam as soon as possible,” Olgar told him. Actually it wasn’t true. Dalt had informed him of the blackmail material and the AWA secret agent onboard the Persipis and that had decided them to remove all trace of their involvement. With luck the AWA would collect all the public flak on this operation and the Angels could collect their remaining fee before news of the agents’ survival got out.

“Detach us from the Persipis and make for deep space with all speed. Keep the Core vessel between us and the planet for as long as possible. I want minimal trace of our departure.”

“Aye, sir, but there isn’t anyone reading our transponder, so why the precautions ?”

“Because there are some clever bastards out there who do what we do and they CAN track our location. Let’s not give them the chance,” he scowled balefully at the questioner and noted it was the same one who queried his actions earlier. He would have to watch that one, he decided. 

Olgar wasn’t about to explain his relationship with Dalt and the DIA, or their new sudden reversal of the contract and the protection of the AWA’s most senior agent, Philus Grady. Dalt had also requested the rescue of the AWA’s spy from the Persipis and he was obliged to do his brother’s bidding in all things. He didn’t have to like it though, a fact which made him mean-tempered and more than ready to kill something. He cast a speculative eye at the argumentative crew member who had suddenly found important things to do at his console.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Citrix Escapes Archon-5

Grady had been monitoring the sensors and comms for the past hour. He’d received a ‘status’ enquiry from a DIA support vessel somewhere in the vicinity. He’d replied ‘active’ so they knew he was alive and still operational. Had he sent an ‘inactive’ reply they would have found and extracted him. If Shrilla knew they were being shadowed by the very agency she feared it would not go well. At this juncture Grady decided he was still fit for duty and he was still in command of his own ship whatever Shrilla wanted or thought of him. He briefly wondered if her override codes had the ability to take charge of Citrix and decided he wouldn’t give her the opportunity.

His body recorder had downloaded all data to the AI which was in the process of compressing and encrypting the results. He had added a final voice-authenticated message -‘Planet is Seeded’ to the report. He hoped it would be enough. All he had to do was reach one of the DIA interplanetary buoys and transmit the file. The nearest one was over a day’s flight away. Afterwards he would remove all references to it in the AI’s database in case of any interrogation.

He would file his usual AWA report when he reached AW Command, but by then the Dispersalistas would have already swung into action to provide a protective umbrella over Archon-5. He felt a little bad about Kildark and Shrilla, but his calling was higher and required some hard choices.

He checked the sensor readouts for any sign of possible aggressors.

The monitoring showed only the CNR Persipis hanging in space. Grady wondered at the fact there were no reinforcements from the Core and more suspiciously, no sign of the ship that attacked them. He guessed his ‘shadow’ had left the system as soon as he responded to their status enquiry. Grady had a hunch that he was not out of the woods yet. If the Persipis knew what he knew, and were also now aware that the AWA was involved, they had two choices - walk away, or fight. Something told him that the resources on this planet were important to ENCIO and that meant they would bring in reinforcements to subdue the planet and remove all trace of its indigents. How much time did he have ? Not a lot, he decided.

“Ario, store shielding. Prepare for lift-off. Plot course for the Pellagio sector.”

Grady walked back to the medical room and opened a cupboard that contained various pills and vials of fluids. He selected an injection of stimulant and pressed it to his arm. The pulse spray that infused his muscle tissue caused the area to warm up, almost a hot sting. He rubbed the area helping to disperse it into his system and by the time he’d returned the cabinet to its flight-state he was beginning to feel more alert.

As he walked back into the cockpit the sunlight gleamed in through the window, now unrestricted with the shielding stored away. The engines were beginning to thrum as Ario checked them, before it brought them up to operating temperature.

“Course plotted, engines at optimal. Proceed ?” Ario asked.

“Yes, proceed. Monitor all channels, maintain full defence alert status until beyond terrestrial range,” Grady ordered.

He pulled up their trajectory path and tweaked it until it was ten percent above normal safety levels. He didn’t want to hang around in case they were ready to send up attack missiles from the ground. Pressing the ‘confirm’ button Ario mutely accepted the modified commands and the ship lurched into the air, turning into its escape trajectory even as it lifted above the tree-line. 

As the nose came up and the roar of the engines pushed him back into his seat, Grady belatedly remembered Shrilla and hoped the straps held as the ship made a fast exodus through the thick atmosphere of Archon-5.

“Intercepting signals between Persipis and the ground base on Archon-5,” Ario announced.

“Put it up on the speaker, Ario.”

“...Base ops, be advised we have an emergency situation here that requires your immediate evacuation. Proceed to immediately lock down base and return to Mother. This order includes all security personnel as well as lab teams. You have two hours to get your asses aboard, then we’re leaving with, or without you,” the voice ordered.

“Base to Persipis, we will comply, but there will be hell from those scientists, they just caught another two mutants,”  the gravel voice of the base operator replied.

“Shoot ‘em, or let them go, this is an IMVAC, immediate evacuation, just do a lock down and leave and don’t be nice about it. If those ‘lab-rats’ don’t cooperate security are permitted to use persuaders,” the ship’s voice clarified.

Persuaders were volt-sticks, banned in the Alliance, but still used by the corporations despite a cross-empire agreement to outlaw their use. They were prone to cause after-shocks that could stop hearts or impair cognitive behaviour.

“Must be serious, control. Stand-by we will have ETD shortly,” the base voice sounded panicky. The operator must have realised that the timing might be an issue. “Control, be advised that we can achieve lift-off in thirty minutes. It’s one hour and forty minutes flying time to rendezvous point,” he added nervously after obviously checking with someone off-line.

“Two hours, you hear me ? TWO HOURS ! You’re wasting time. Get that shuttle in the air.”

Ario closed off the speakers and remained mute while Grady thought about the conversation he’d just overheard.

“Something has happened on Persipis, that’s clear. The vessel has been orbiting the planet for months - why do they need to leave in such a darned hurry ?” Grady spoke absently, but the AI would pick up that it wasn’t a question requiring an answer.

“I detect activity on the surface of the ship. It is dismantling research sensors. Preparation ‘is’ under way to leave the system,” Ario responded.

“Continue course and monitor system-wide activity,” Grady told the AI.

As the Citrix made its way past the Persipis keeping a good distance from the research ship, they continued to monitor the frantic activity around the vessel as all of the survey equipment was towed into the holds and stowed. 

“I think something has put the wind up their sails good and proper,” Grady said, thinking out loud more than talking to the AI again. This time it decided to respond.

“It might have to do with those ships that have arrived in-system in the last few seconds.” Grady peered at the instruments intensely for a few seconds.

“Ario, what are you registering on the sensors. I’m picking up at least four groupings. What can you tell me ?” Grady requested from the ship AI.

“There are, as you say, four groups. They register as Core navy ships and are equally placed between us and our objective. Even with our transponder nullifier we would be hard-pressed to get past their blockade undiscovered. They will have other sensors that will pick us up as soon as we get within range.”

The range, as far as Grady could tell, was going to be reached within the next half an hour.

“Holy Grell ! We need to get to the comms buoy. If we’re intercepted between here and AW Command, they will have beaten us,” Grady muttered to himself pessimistically.

“WARNING ! I am detecting two ships coming up behind us. They are not providing transponder signals on the normal frequencies,” Ario informed him.

Grady looked at the sensors and seeing that they were approaching from the same vector of space they had just vacated made the assumption that somehow he had not shaken off the Angels and they were now after him again. He was caught in a trap between the Core navy and their paid assassins.

He detected a sound behind him and looked over his shoulder. Shrilla was standing in the doorway, a little unsteady, but looking at the sensors from where she stood.

“What have I missed ?” she enquired.

“Not a lot, except we seem to be in the pincers of a trap and I’m trying to figure out how we can get out of it.” In truth, Grady had no idea what to do next other than to embrace the blockade and attempt to run it all guns blazing in the highly unlikely hope they could slip through.

He prepared to choose the route between ships he deemed less capable of chasing him, but that meant he would run the gauntlet between two of the most powerful Core navy battleships out there which were also the slowest. They were heavily armoured, bristling with guns and shielded. He would make no impact on them whatsoever with his puny armaments. However, they would be able to target him at long range. He doubted their close range guns would be a problem and they were less capable of giving chase which could give him an edge. He needed to divert their attention somehow.

As if in answer to his unspoken thought his voicecom burst into life.

“Grady - Citrix, come in,” the voice hailed them.

Grady looked at the private frequency and recognised the voice. He realised that at least one of the ships coming up behind them was an ally, which made him wonder at the second ship.

“This is Grady,” he asked cautiously.

“Grady, this is Dalt. Do you intend to run the blockade ?”

“Yes. Who is your companion ?” Grady asked, cautious of the other ship.

“A friend who has the means to aid you.”

Shrilla was scanning the data feed pulling up the information that Ario was compiling. She whispered to him, “This doesn’t look good, I think at least one of those ships has to be the one that shot us out of the sky back on Archon-5.”

Grady looked at her, the surprise evident on his face. The thought that Dalt and his team were working alongside assassins didn’t seem right, but then he vaguely remembered a murmur during his training in the DIA of the Angels being a distant offshoot of the Dispersalistas. A renegade bunch that had turned to pirating Core interests. So, Dalt had the means to co-opt them into assisting him. Interesting, but confirmation was needed.

“Or, equally the means to sink us ?” Grady shot back through the comms warily with the obvious reference to the shuttle attack.

There was a slight delay before the response came back, 

“Yes ! A misunderstanding. It is resolved,” Dalt replied convincingly.

Grady sighed with relief and looked at Shrilla who looked very unconvinced, but kept her own council on her thoughts.

Both the other ships were close enough to open fire. The three of them still remained undiscovered by the Core fleet thanks to the DIA transponder neutralisers which wouldn’t broadcast their nature, or position in direct contravention of Inter-space law, but not a law that the Dispersalists had been inclined to ever abide.

Grady was tempted to activate his targeting which would have immediately painted the three ships on the Core sensors. They had scant minutes before discovery. Grady had to make a decision. He looked at Shrilla who was highly suspicious of his conversation with the other ship, but he had no time to explain so smiled reassuringly at her as he keyed the microphone. 

“I need a diversion,” was all he said.

“Understood. Your present direction will place you between the two battleships. A risky manoeuvre, but worthy of merit if you follow my instructions, I believe you can succeed. You must power down your engines and all equipment, and run completely blind. We will take the starboard flank while you proceed on your chosen course. It will enable you to ‘float’ past and beneath them. With luck they will ignore you and concentrate their fire against the two of us. We will hopefully have enough fire-power to keep them occupied until you are clear. “

Grady knew that Dalt was recommending a course of action that might possibly result in his own ship being destroyed as well as the other unknown ‘ally’, but their Dispersalista training accounted for such risk. It wouldn’t be the first time, although the stakes had never been higher.

“Agreed. Good fortune,” Grady responded and looked up in response to the sharp intake of breath from Shrilla as she realised that the other ships were putting themselves in harms way to protect the Citrix.

“What is so important that the Core is prepared to blockade us, while these ‘allies’ of yours are prepared to get themselves killed to protect you ?” she asked incredulously.

Grady knew there was no going back from the current situation. There had been enough questions raised that Shrilla would be putting in a report as soon as they returned. He had hoped she might have seen the light in view of their recent activity, but she wasn’t connecting the actions of the Core with the evidence on the planet. He made one more attempt.

“Shrilla, it’s not me they’re protecting - it’s those people on the planet.”

She continued to look nonplussed. “Whatever you think, they’re just mutants, what’s so different about them that the Core is prepared to go to these lengths to stop us ?”

“Because they aren’t mutants,” Grady responded angrily as he plotted the fine line between the two Core ships. “They represent everything our ancestors hoped to achieve. A natural evolution on another planet. They aren’t simply a genetic splice from you or me. They are a completely parallel breed of humans that are as old, if not older than us,” he paused to to carry out the shut-down of the ship’s systems.

He deliberately ignored her while he regained control of himself. He didn’t need to prompt her into taking impulsive action. He concentrated on the procedures while tempers had time to cool. Having closed down the engines Grady began turning dials to off and flicking switches. Lights went off, power died everywhere and just in time he remembered the AI.

“Ario you’re going off-line, emergency shut-down procedure. Now !” Grady ordered the AI.

He watched as the lights on the unit that housed his AI went off one by one. They would be without life support and heating, but it would be the least of their problems if they were observed by the Core and fired upon. He turned back to Shrilla now only dimly lit by a single tiny emergency light. His voice hushed by the silence of their flying metal tomb, he continued to talk into the eery darkness. Unable to see her face clearly he couldn’t monitor her responses. He hoped she would be reasonable and test her own logic rather than sit on the established teachings.

“The Ektepoi as they call themselves, prove that the Dispersal really happened and that the corporations have been trying to hide the fact all along. There are worlds out there with new humans on them and my job has been to find them, protect them whilst at the same time proving their existence. The corporations will stop at nothing to protect their hold on the Empire. The Dispersalistas have always fought to expand the known worlds and draw in these other planets across the universe, but that wouldn’t serve the interests of the companies. Short-sighted though it is, they fought a secret war with us for hundreds of years before the Mutant wars.”

“Why would they not want to search for other inhabited worlds ?”

“They are afraid of coming across an Empire that is as large or bigger than theirs - it would mean war,” Grady replied.

“Why would it mean war ?”

“Because the corporations are all about control. What do you think would happen if they came up against an Empire as big as ours and both sides wanted control, or at least the other side restricted the corporations efforts to increase their holdings. They’re afraid of coming upon a world that has greater weapons and technology than their own where they would lose their own hard-won worlds.”

“But that’s just paranoia talking – “

“That’s precisely what is controlling the corporations actions back home - to wit, the attack on the AWA,” Grady interrupted.

The discussion had taken them into range of the guns of both battleships and as they turned their attention to the various portholes to gauge their position and the outside activities of the other ships, they could see the occasional flash of weapons fire from the Core navy, none of it directed at them. Their instruments were useless, their tiny dead hulk ignored by the other ships’ sensors which were concentrating on the strafing Dispersal ships on their other flank.

As the silence closed over them and the dim light forced them to settle, Grady decided to recount the history of the Dispersal.

“Let me tell you the truth that you won’t hear from the Corporates, or the Empire. It may seem to you a different version of what you already know, but what I’m about to tell you is as it was from the beginning and hasn’t changed in centuries.”

Grady settled and began to recite what he knew from memory.

“Dispersalistas believe that during the origins of man, there was a time when humans lived on a single dying planet, Terra. To protect humanity a great exodus was created, a fleet of automatic ships sent out with a single mission - find planets and imbue them with life. Each ship had a different sector of the universe to navigate. It was to take centuries, but eventually the vessels would reach their destinations and terraform them. When the time was right, life would be introduced and genetic blueprints would recreate humanity as closely to the planet's native biology as their systems would allow.

Overseen by the Dispersal ship's autonomous AI, the planet would continue to adapt and humanity genetically altered until it was perfectly suited to its new environment. The ships were as gods, creating everything at all levels, but only until biological directives had been met. It would then shut down and maintain a watching brief over future genetic patterns, only altering if required. With a technological knowledge base that would one day be available to those that found it, and for those who had the means with which to interpret its storehouse of treasures, the ships were designed to lay in wait for a day that might never come.

The Dispersalistas are convinced there are thousands of such planets out there seeded with the genetics of their forebears and it is our sworn mandate to find them wherever they are and connect them into one integrated human race with all of the diversity, strengths and weaknesses that their different worlds could provide. Never again would humanity be under threat of extinction and the universe would be available to all.”

“Nice story,” Shrilla responded sarcastically. “So the Dispersalistas are protectors of history now and the saviours of the human race ?” she scoffed.

“No, I didn’t say that, but let’s take it a little further. What you and I are taught about evolution is carefully doctored. However, there is a universal truth that pervades all of the science and archaeology ; that there were no stepping stones to humanity, no evolutionary trail. We evolved as we are today minus technology and science with only minor alterations occurring since we began cloning and creating mutants,” Grady explained. “Even our technological progress has been meteoric because science already had the answers. How can that be ?” he added, but Shrilla wasn’t listening, already into a retrospective analysis of her own beliefs, she had withdrawn into her own thoughts.

The Pressure to Believe

Shrilla remained deep in thought, grateful for the fact that the near darkness hid her face from Grady. Her biggest problem was her anger at the man next to her. She felt he had betrayed her as well as the AWA. Everyone he had been involved with thought they knew the top-class agent. He was trusted, respected, liked. Held up as an example of what an agent should be in the field. Many of his missions to discover mutant enclaves had been included into training manuals. They might not always have known his identity, because he was usually undercover, but they still used his techniques and learned his skills. 

Shrilla was aware that if they knew he was a ‘Dissie’ then they would feel as she felt, betrayed. However, if the teachings of the Empire and corporations were wrong and the Dispersal was for real, then she had to reconcile what she had seen back on Archon-5 and accept that the mutations evident in the human called Kraell and the others she had quickly studied, were not commercial advances to corporate bio-engineering. That seaweed trick was amazing ! That itself could revolutionise how humanity viewed its worlds. Was it new bio-technology invented by the corporations ? If so was Archon--5 a test-bed for new mutant breeds ? Was that the reason for the secrecy and now, the backlash ?

Shrilla was torn. She had to accept what Grady represented, or remain true to the belief that there was no Dispersal and the world they had just left behind was a commercial nursery for some new kind of mutant. And about that, she thought, if radically new mutant strains were about to be released on other worlds, what would that mean for the Empire and its inhabitants. She was certain it would spark a new mutant war, but so would releasing information about a Dispersal ‘seeded’ world. 

Either way the AWA itself was under threat and the reason was obvious. It was the only respected neutral entity capable of discerning the truth and possibly warning the Empire of the corporations intentions. The fact the Core had shown its hand prematurely would soon be forgotten if the news about Archon-5 was spread, whichever version of the truth was released. No, there had to be a rational explanation for all of this and Grady was still a ‘Dissie’ and she had to make a decision about what to do about it all.

She had deliberately not added her report to Grady’s and was holding back to deliver it personally to Kildark. She had watched while Grady completed his reports and hadn’t missed the fact there were two. She considered the possibility that if the AI would respond to her over-ride commands she might be able to sabotage the second one to give her and Kildark some time to respond to Grady’s revelation. She thought about that some more and decided it wasn’t likely. Still, she had to make a decision about what she believed and wanted before they landed at the AWC.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Operation Shadow

Dalt and Olgar hadn’t wasted any time. When they advised Grady to play ‘dead’ and float past the battleships they immediately angled their approach to draw maximum attention from their enemies automated gunnery systems. This close in the Core navy wouldn’t use missiles. So, it would be laser turrets and plasma guns. Both the small ships were already flying too fast for the automated responses to properly engage them, especially as they would be varying velocity, direction, yaw and pitch in an attempt to thwart targeting. Their small size and limited shielding would do the rest. Their experience of this design meant they had already amassed plenty of simulated flight-time taking on the Core battleships in escape and evade scenarios.

Unlike the battleships, Olgar and Dalt could use their missiles. However, the enormous size of their intended target meant they would be ineffective in stopping any attack. This was a diversion, which meant maximum attention with minimum exposure while the Citrix drifted behind the battlefield and hopefully beyond range of the blockade. With luck their vessels would survive this engagement to lead the enemy a merry dance across the system. At the very least they would need to prolong the intervention long enough to get the Citrix clear.

Dalt’s crew looked nervous as the battleships took the bait. This wasn’t the first time they had engaged superior forces, but the sheer speed with which the battle had been enjoined had them all a little twitchy. They were rarely made aware of the plans and strategy behind their leader’s missions. The crew were his to command and they would die for him. They might indeed die here and now, but would do so willingly in the name of their cause. They were fanatical and Dalt had chosen them because of that trait. His own children were amongst the crew, but received no preferential treatment. They performed to the limit of their abilities, or else.

As they came about to zig-zag through the cordon of ships, both vessels came under unexpectedly intense fire from the broadside guns of the nearest battleship, the one called CN Dramatus. Dalt quickly realised his mistake in assuming that their enemy was unprepared for their subterfuge and took evasive action, but he could already see from the outside sensors that in those first few seconds of the engagement a massive barrage of mixed fire had taken out Olgar’s ship. 

Neither of them even had time to open fire on the battleship and there had been no warning. Dalt groaned inwardly at the loss of his brother, and the crew of the Angel ship, but kept his face impassive. He and his crew, with no time to grieve the loss, threw everything they had into first evading, then responding to the battleships opening salvo.

“Fire a full salvo of missiles, target their laser turrets,” he commanded the gunners.

It would never be enough, but they had to try. Grady would need more time than this. As their navigator swung the ship wildly to avoid the battleship’s targeting, salvo after salvo of missiles were directed at the other ship’s lasers. The pilot wrestling with the controls in a flight path so erratic that even their AI couldn’t compute where they would be two seconds from now. They missed the next barrage, and the next, but they were only by tiny margins.

Dalt knew he had badly miscalculated the readiness of the Core navy to eliminate any threat, however small, coming out of the Archon sector. Whilst he knew there was something very important on that planet, he still didn’t know what and Olgar had paid the price for their lapse of judgement. Now he had to make sure his crew didn’t fail and that if they died it was to ensure Grady got out with the news the Dispersalists needed.

The only reason his ship had survived the first barrage was because a broadside from the Core battleship was deflected by the front half of Olgar’s ship spinning past their bows. It had disintegrated in the blast leaving nothing but small debris peppering their shields. Dalt briefly thought of his brother’s desire to make good on his mistake for shooting down a DIA Sleeper agent and decided he would have died happy knowing he had balanced the books. Dalt now used the same debris field to slip under the nearest battleship where its weaponry was less effective. A known (to the DIA) design fault had left a narrow trajectory down the underside of the battleship where an enemy fighter could hide and fight. He used that weakness now to step up their speed to safety.

Dalt calculated they had scant seconds before the battleship put out fighters to remove them as a threat and he intended to use the time wisely.

“Prepare missiles. Target their engines - here,” he indicated on the schematics that were up on the main vidscreen. Dalt knew these ships inside out. He had studied them intensely over the years and there was a single point on their mountings that if hit correctly would drop the baffles over the engines and disable the ship long enough for a small ship like theirs to make an escape. It would take the battleship a few minutes of intense engine burn to melt off the scrap iron enough to resume the chase if they didn’t damage their engines in the process. The problem was the escape trajectory would take them straight across the flank of the second battleship, and in view of their unsuccessful first approach, Dalt didn’t like the odds, but couldn't think of any other strategy. 

Then he had an idea that might save them as well as giving Grady all the time he needed.

“Get me that battleship’s captain on the comms.” If he could convince the captain that they had destroyed the Citrix, they might get out of this alive.

“The captain is refusing to talk to you, says to ‘die well’,” the radio officer responded.

“Tell him he has destroyed the Citrix that ‘we’ the Angels were sent to eliminate. Advise him to contact Phang, their DCOD, for confirmation of our mission orders.” Olgar had updated him on their mission parameters before they had engaged the blockade ships. They wouldn’t know that this ship wasn’t an Angel ship, neither would Phang who Dalt had cursory dealings with in the past.

A few minutes went by during which Dalt’s guns and missiles remained targeting the engine mountings of the battleship. He gnawed at his lip, an old habit that his crew recognised as battle tension and not nervousness. They were ready to fight their way out from underneath if necessary.

The radio operator turned towards him. “They say heave-to and turn off targeting systems, we will be escorted to the landing bay,” he said. “There is a fighter escort approaching and advising us to follow.”

Dalt nodded to the helmsman to do so. Murmers went through the bridge as his crew thought they were surrendering.

“Grell ! Into the enemy’s maw and we’ll likely never survive the experience,” his SIC turned and commented out of the corner of his mouth.

Dalt looked at his son, a good choice for his second in command. The man rarely, if ever, reacted badly to a tense situation. This was unusual and Dalt understood why. He had become very protective of Dalt in recent years and had been trying to encourage him to retire to spend more time on their home planet. His years of service were unparalleled and his children, all clones, were widely distributed within the Dispersalistas Intelligence Agency. Dalt admitted he was tired and could do with some relief, but couldn’t let go of the reins. Olgar had been the same, he knew, but this wasn’t the time for weakness. His response to his son was typical and reassuring at the same time.

“Yes, but we have a chance, albeit a very slim one, a chance nonetheless,” Dalt replied. In truth he had no option. He needed to give Grady time to get out of scanning range of the blockade. There was a slight possibility of damaging one battleship, but the other would still kill them and catch the Citrix. This was the only way they could delay the search for long enough. 

“Give me internal comms,” he ordered glaring at the radio operator who had been listening to their exchange as if anticipating his command. The young man flicked a switch that was already between his fingers, his response immediate. 

Another son who knew him too well, Dalt thought proudly. He tried to remember his name, Inicu, Inikas, Linkas, that was it.

“You have it, leader,” Linkas responded.

“Thank you, Linkas,” Dalt murmured below the volume threshold that would be broadcast to the rest of the ship. His comms officer was one of the youngest on the ship. He remembered him. A bright lad, always used to run the gauntlet to get to Dalt ahead of the other children and then would glue himself to his leg until Dalt picked him up so he could at least walk the rest of the way into the community habitat that was their home.

Dalt smiled grimly at the dim memory and raised his voice so it would carry across the small ship.

“Now hear this, we are being escorted into the enemy battleship. We have no assurances and no expectations. You have been trained for such situations. You know your roles, I expect you to fulfil them to the glory of the Dispersal. Good luck !” he said with more confidence than he felt. He glanced at Linkas who still held the switch open. Was he that predictable, he wondered with a touch of irritation.

“Commandos, to your positions. ‘Operation Shadow’ is now in effect.”

Ten black-clad, highly-trained soldiers would know exactly what was expected of them and whilst it was a possibility that none of them would survive, Dalt knew that this was the best diversion he could expect to help the Citrix escape.

The SIC turned to him, “Operation Shadow ?” His eyebrow raised in concern, “You think it will work on a ship this size ?”

“Yes And no, I don’t know what it will achieve except it might help us sell our lives more dearly for the cause instead of being interrogated and executed on some backward planet somewhere. The cause will eventually avenge us, but this level of aggression from the Core navy is unprecedented. I fear we are seeing the opening moves of a new war and for some reason...” he indicated back from where they had come. “... that planet back there is the catalyst. More importantly, Grady knows why and needs to get clear to the nearest buoy.”

The CN Dramatus - Archon Blockade

Cole Brazan, the sensor operator looked closely at the readout, then checked again. Yes, he was almost certain. The odd blip looked like a small ship, but it wasn’t reading as anything at all, just a piece of junk floating through space. He couldn’t be 100% sure though. He looked around for a friendly face and was about to call First Officer Charon for a second opinion when the bombardment of the other two ships began. In the excitement he left the blip for a few minutes. When he went back to it,  it was gone. He knew he should have called attention to it sooner, but now it was no longer on his screen he would be punished for losing it as well as not announcing its presence. The mood of the captain was such that Brazan erred on the side of self-preservation and decided to pretended it was nothing. It probably was just junk anyway, he made the lame excuse to himself.

He looked around guiltily and not for the first time saw the object of his resentment not twenty feet away. The captain was a total recalcitrant waste of space ; he’d got command of the Dramatus as a result of blackmail and lies. If there was ever a man who wasn’t fit to rule a bathtub, let alone a state-of-the-art battleship, then he was it. If Charon had been in charge the ship would be a different place to work. He, like the other conscripts had no loyalty to the Core navy. Whilst Brazan was out of the firing line most of the time, he still ended up being penalised regularly pushing his delistment date further and further away. He should have finished his enlistment time over fourteen months ago, yet here he was still with three years left because of purported infractions of service. He was nothing more than a slave to the Core and the more he thought about it, the more he hoped the missing ship escaped.

Charon, the First Officer, noticed his gaze and looked at him warningly. He looked back at his screen and felt the reproach aimed at his back. It wasn’t the first time that Charon had cause to warn him of his attitude. If the captain had seen him glaring like that he would have been punished, possibly shot. Charon was only trying to keep him alive. Brazan concentrated on his screen and watched as the remaining ship was escorted onto the Dramatus by the fighters. There were no pilots on these particular prototypes. They were trialling a new AI that was not only intuitive, but steeped in the strategies of all recorded fighter engagements going back before the Mutant War. They were exceedingly efficient and could manage manoeuvres beyond the ability of human pilots. It was the way of the future, as was this new set-up of a minimal crew manning all aspects of the large ship.

In all his years in service he had never seen a ship’s engineer operating from the bridge. Yet, here they were with the latest inter-stellar drive and three engineers on the bridge to manage the engines. They were assisted by yet another AI expert system built in tandem with an outside organisation on Exodus, a secret planet doing high-tech and classified research where much of the new AI technology was developed. Brazan only knew because he had overheard a discussion between an employee of Exodus and Charon when the last nodes were being installed. The first officer seemed keen to know of someone’s whereabouts on the planet. Brazan thought that Charon might have originated from there, like all of them, pulled from hundreds of planets and forced to serve in the corporations’ naval fleet.

Stifling his resentment, Brazan continued to monitor for traffic and only occasionally swung the sensors back in the direction of the lost space junk. He wouldn’t lose sleep over missing one small vessel, what harm could it do ?

Race against Time

Without realising how close to discovery they had been it was fully an hour later when the crew of the Citrix, floating through space like a piece of space rock began to relax. There had been no contact with the outside world in that time and Grady was becoming increasingly keen to switch on his sensors. He was amazed they had snuck through the blockade and could only put it down to Dalt’s and the Angels ship's efforts to divert attention from them.

There was no doubt in Grady’s mind that they escaped mainly due to the complacent crews on the battleships. By not believing the small ships represented any threat at all they had obviously ignored any other sensor readings that seemed harmless and chose to concentrate only on those that were aggressively firing on them. So it was that the Citrix was out of range and harm's way when he began to switch on the ship’s systems. Ario came back on-line and concurred with his appraisal.

Shrilla seemed subdued and whenever Grady tried to pull her into conversation she muttered and scowled at nothing in particular. Grady decided that she was unlikely to surface until she had resolved the war within herself. He could imagine it was difficult for her to even consider the possibility that the Dispersalistas were right and the history she had been taught was wrong. Still, she hadn’t shot him in the back yet or taken over the comms and called the Core to take him into custody. Which was lucky, he thought, otherwise they would be space dust now as they wouldn’t bother with any trial or judgement - execute on sight would be their standing orders over the problem with Fuego and his prior history with the Core. He hoped she realised that wasn’t an option while they were in enemy space.

“Ario, plot the fastest course to the comms buoy and then onto AWC. Make ready an emergency beacon set to these frequencies.” He proceeded to pass them verbally. When she overheard that Shrilla finally sat up and took notice.

“They’re not AWA frequencies !” she queried.

“No, they’re not,” he answered curtly. He waited for the accusation to come from his partner who was increasingly distancing herself from him, but it didn’t materialise. Neither did the laser blast between his shoulder blades. He shrugged and carried on making his arrangements.

“Ario, load all data from the planet Archon-5 including body recorders from arrival Archon-5 to blockade intercept and encrypt to Delta.” The level was high enough so that only captains of ships or other agents would have clearance to decrypt. It was a back-up plan in case they were blown out of space in the next few hours.

Grady waited several minutes while the AI compiled the information then gave it the heading on which to fire the missile-style beacon.

“Beacon away,” Ario responded after several more minutes had passed. Grady felt the slight tremor as its internal rockets fired it away from the ship and up to cruising speed. It would coast until it reached its destination, or be intercepted within the hour if there was anyone in the vicinity. With that done and their course plotted to the AWA buoy, Grady relaxed. There was nothing showing on sensors, only open space between them and their destination.

Taking his cue from Shrilla who was still sitting quietly contemplating, Grady sat back and thought about what had occurred the last few days. The unravelling of his past was something of a surprise to him because although he had been aware of his past he had no awareness that pre-conditioning had been instilled in him for such a time as he might come across a seeded planet. He had always viewed that part of him as in the past. The discovery of another human species had awoken that conditioning and he was now without a doubt a Dispersalista agent again. This meant he had to think first of the cult, before he considered the AWA. 

Shrilla didn’t know, but suspected his involvement was more than research. He’d left the door open to further discussion and he felt sure that once Shrilla had absorbed the truth, something she wasn’t yet prepared to do, she would understand the necessity of the subterfuge and fall in alongside him. He had lost the itch on his back that marked him as a potential target and was expecting no surprises from her in the next few hours while they traversed space.

As if sensing his attention, Shrilla turned to him.

“They will be waiting for us at the AWC. They will never let us through, you know. It will be locked down tight.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” he replied, Grady was aware also of the fact she was talking ‘we’ not ‘you’ - had she decided ?

“We need a plan and we can’t go directly there or we will be blown out of the skies and possibly AWC will be obliterated too. Am I the only one that thinks that Core have crossed the line and are in the process of starting a war ?”

She had a point, and one he had been overlooking with his preoccupation with the Ektepoi. Grady realised that while he had been worrying about Shrilla shooting him in the back, she had been considering the ramifications of what was going on around them. Grady felt guilty that he had been thinking less of her.

“The increasing aggression of Core is very worrying and has all the indicators of an escalation in hostilities. If we turn up at AWC with the truth of the planet Archon-5, the Core might be forced to act and that might be all the spark that is needed,” Grady agreed.

Indeed, there might already be repercussions. Grady checked the ship’s chronometer. Just under an hour before they reached the comms buoy. They would know soon enough, he thought ruefully.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Revenge

As their ship was escorted onto the landing bay there was little evidence of them being expected. The fighters that had followed them in coasted alongside and then landed deeper in the bays. Their engines went silent and docking clamps engaged, while the fighters themselves were turned about ready for fast redeployment. Dalt thought it was strange when nobody exited the cockpits, which were dark and hidden by the coated windows. Ignoring them for the moment he instructed his crew to form up outside the ship. It would look better and divert attention away from the Shadow Operation. He belatedly wondered if it would not have been better to attempt to outrun the guns of the battleship and its sister ship running alongside. 

No, he reassured himself, it was better this way. In a tin can in space they had zero opportunity to do anything worthwhile, here they had a chance to strike at the heart of the corporations’ hold on the empire. A battleship, no less. “Grady - I hope you’re away, my son,” he muttered as the doors to the main part of the ship ground open to vomit their welcoming committee.

An escort of pristine grey-suited soldiers were accompanied by no less than the captain of the battleship. Dalt was amazed that the top man would oversee their arrival on the deck of the landing bay. A small contingent of guards promptly surrounded their ship and all of the men were quickly disarmed. The guards had no idea that the weapons removed were the least of their problems, his men's silver-banded mutation was far more lethal than the laser rifles and were obviously completely unknown to the enemy. 

The continued roar as the remaining fighters landed in the adjoining bays almost deafened the captain’s opening words.

“I’m Captain Perrinwold, welcome to the battleship CNS Dramatus where most of you will be reasonably well looked after - if you behave,” he scowled menacingly while he scanned the crew. They returned his stare unperturbed by his intended threat. They had suffered worse at the hands of their own leader.

“However, first there is the important matter of the murder of my friend, the captain of the Persipis, an unarmed research vessel that was collating data on the local planetary system.” He stalked up to Dalt and his officers who stood at the front of the small group. “Tell me, which one of you is the captain of this piece of shrapnel ?” he demanded facing off against them. The intent was clear and the malevolence was telegraphed to the guards alongside him who wound their attention up a notch at the rhetoric of their captain.

They couldn’t say that the other ship they had destroyed was the one that had killed the captain’s friend and Dalt wondered if his men had managed to reach their positions yet, or if it was still too soon. He would have to stall them and was about to move forward to engage the battleship captain when before he could say a word he was dug in the ribs and pushed back by his own SIC who bravely stepped forward. The remaining crew tightened the space around Dalt, pushing him back, as if to protect him from interfering in what was about to occur. They all knew that Dalt was an extremely valuable asset to the DIA and all would willingly sacrifice themselves for him.

“I am your man, Captain. Whilst I regret the necessity, your captain was a legitimate target of the Angel squad and his execution was required by your own, Mr Phang,” the SIC said. His face was full of serious bravado knowing full well what the outcome would likely be.

“I don’t believe so, I think you piece of cretinous shit thought you could get away with anything out here in the wilds of the Empire and didn’t bank on us being here in time to catch you running away from the scene,” the captain replied scathingly. “As such I find your murderous act a crime of piracy and as captain of this vessel pronounce immediate judgement.”

Dalt could only watch helplessly as the captain drew his side-arm and shot his son between the eyes, giving Dalt no time to step forward and repudiate his SIC’s statement. It probably wouldn’t have made any difference to the captain anyway. He bit back the almost impossible urge to retaliate, his arms twitching as the electric current scorched its way under the surface of his silvery skin. The loss of his son so soon after his brother, Olgar was unbearably painful. Now the loss of one of his eldest represented another simmering coil of hatred in his heart. There would be restitution, Dalt swore silently, as the enemy guards dragged the SIC’s corpse away towards the exit hatch ready to remove his body.

“Anyone want to dispute my right to dispense justice ? No ? There’s an end to that then.” The Captain turned back to Dalt and the remaining crew with a sneer. He looked at them for any sign of resistance, any excuse to promote his sadistic pleasure.

“Well, I never,” he announced as he peered more closely at Dalt and other members of the crew and realised they all had a strong resemblance to each other. “You’re all clones. Interesting ! Clones running assassinations for the Core navy’s clandestine operations. Well, we are honoured. I have instructions to interrogate you all and strip your ship of all materials that might compromise the Core navy. However, looking at you now I have decided to ignore those orders. I believe you know what the status of clones is within the corporation’s territories ?” He looked at each of them in turn hoping to see fear in their eyes. He must have believed that he’d seen what he wanted because his next words confirmed their fate.

“Exactly ! There will be no interrogation because I don’t believe any of you will provide anything worthwhile. Instead, we’re going to put you in chains and deliver you to the navy’s penal planet where I will get a good price for a strong team of unmarked clones. Your ship will fetch a pretty price too.” He looked back at the so far, unexamined ship.

He turned to the nearest guard bellowing out his orders so they all heard.

“Guards, put them in the livestock bay and make sure they are stripped of all identification. Chain them, tenderise them, but DON’T damage them. I want them fully operational when we stop off at Penal-IV.”

He turned to another guard with chevrons on his shoulder. “Strip out that ship. Leave no compartment unchecked. I want every tape, disc, written or verbal record they have and while you’re at it - check why these birds never show a transponder signal. I want every secret nook and cranny probed for contraband and weapons caches.”

Dalt thought of his men and smiled inwardly. All was proceeding exactly as they had anticipated. Operation Shadow was already under way and he waited patiently knowing that if it was going to happen then it would do so before those men stepped aboard his ship. His crew were already being lined up to be stripped of identification prior to leaving for their prison quarters. Some were bullied. He watched them as they kept their fists curled, hiding their pulsating bands of silver letting their anger grow. They were his men, they would handle this, like everything else, professionally. They were trained to keep their heads down, but if they were hurting they had all developed mechanisms to cope.

A flash caught his eye as it was meant to do.

He turned to the battleship captain and spoke up immediately. “Captain Perrinwold, sir - you might want to step away from this vessel ? Its IPS has been activated...”

The response was instantaneous. “What ! You put your ship on my landing bay with its Incursion Prevention system set ?”

“Guards, back off from that damned vessel until we can get the security teams in here to disable the bloody thing.” The captain was quickly moving away from the danger zone. It was evident from his body language that he suddenly had no desire to be there at all, but didn’t want to show cowardice in front of his men. He sought a distraction instead.

“You !...” He pointed at Dalt. “You will stay here and instruct my men on how to disarm it, or you will be welded to the outside and evacuated into space for target practice - do you hear ?”

Dalt wasn’t listening, his earpiece was activated and he was following a countdown that would be echoed in the ear of every member of his crew.

“4 -3 -2 - 1, GO !”

As one, Dalt and his crew all dropped to the deck of the landing bay while around them an instant strafing sent all of the navy guards into a barrage of electrical crossfire. Purely by accident the captain stood frozen and unharmed, but now one of Dalt’s crew stepped up and floored him with a hand on his shoulder, stunning the man with the discharge. He then followed him to the floor while the remaining guards were killed by the commandos and crew who were thrusting their arms in the direction of any hostile activity and neutralising it.

It was over in less than thirty seconds. His crew quickly took the arms from the guards, dragging the bodies into the shadows of the hangar, that area that always persists in space where artificial light never seems to reach. Shadows which had allowed the commandos to slip out from a hidden hatch at the rear of the vessel while all of the attention was on the front exit the crew had vacated from. When the guards had encircled the ship the commandos were already hidden in the bulkhead shadows and corners with their arms extended ready to take down the enemy. As professionals they waited until all were in position and had clear shots. It had hurt them deeply to watch their SIC shot in cold blood, but they stayed their hand so they could take out the enemy cleanly without risk to their own people.

As the men stepped forward out of the shadows that had hidden them, Dalt signalled his approval, they had done well. The next stage would not be so easy, but their plan had unfolded so quickly that surprise was still very much on their side.

He waved them forward. “Lead your team to the armoury and set your charges there. We will create the necessary diversion and await your signal,” Dalt ordered.

“As you command, leader,” replied the soldier called Frenga, who was what, his forty-fifth son ? Dalt idly wondered. 

“Bring that sack of ‘Core shit’ with you,” Dalt ordered two of his men who were already pulling the dishevelled captain up from the ground where he had remained while the shooting had continued. Now he was trying to recover his poise, but Dalt’s men soon put a stop to that as they deliberately rubbed blood from the dead SIC over the man’s face. It was their way. There would be a reckoning paid in blood and judging by the man’s reaction, the captain understood the message clearly.

They moved off quickly, the commandos might be Dalt’s elite force, but they weren’t the only ones trained to penetrate an enemy ship. He led the remaining men in a fast-paced ‘shoot and move’ run that took them deep into the ship’s belly where the main shaft to the control room would give them a quick elevator ride. They would be expected, of course, but it was only a diversion. The main mission was to prepare the enemy’s armoury for destruction. That would take out the central core of the battleship and leave it hanging and venting air into space. Whatever they achieved, Dalt’s group was just a side show, but one that Dalt intended to have a lasting impact on the Core navy. 

He intended to leave a very clear message for Phang. That treacherous bastard would have until Dalt and his team caught up with him. They would avenge the lost Angels. He already sensed the loss and knew that his brother’s death would hit him deeper in the future when he realised he was no longer there to turn to.

It took a further ten minutes and Dalt lost two of his men when they got caught in an unexpected crossfire between two open doorways, but all in all, twenty-three enemy guards died, all with scorched bodies where the electrical discharge from his men had scored direct hits. Then they were in the lift shaft heading towards the control room. 

The captain, now a quivering wreck and looking decidedly worse-for-wear was up front covering Dalt’s team. His key card and code had enabled the lift and if the control room guards were on the ball he might not get shot as soon as the doors opened. Dalt didn’t think they were that well trained. His men had practised this many times and were positioned where they were least likely to be shot. Only four of them had come with him, the rest were using the stairs offering further distraction to the external security. He intended to leave this ship a total wreck as a warning to other ships who might take on the Dispersalistas. 

For Dalt it had suddenly become an all out war, but he suspected that for the Core navy, it had already been so for a while.

Surprise turnabout

As the door opened onto the bridge, Dalt’s team were prepared and as laser fire erupted around them, the captain put up his hands defensively as if to ward them off, luckily they didn’t hit anything other than the door and the back wall of the elevator. 

“Don’t shoot me, you idiots !” he cried. His voice had the immediate effect as they recognised their captain.

The bridge security team, consisting of three nervous-looking guards, who looked around for additional guidance from the other bridge crew were relieved when a tall, well-dressed officer pushed forward. 

Moving one of them aside the officer faced the open elevator door without apparent fear. He was looking past the captain, who was in a sorry state with blood caked over his face and chest, his eyes sought out the men he had watched through the vidscreens as they killed the guards using some kind of weapon in their bare hands. Quickly assessing the situation in front of him he addressed himself directly to Dalt.

“What are your intentions ?” he asked Dalt with the authority of one used to command and who expects a response.

“We’re here to destroy your ship. It’s up to you and your fellow officers as to whether that includes your crew, or not,” Dalt responded, recognising the patch on the arm as that of first officer. He knew full well that at this moment the man was in command of the vessel while the captain was detained under duress. What happened next would depend on his reaction to the invasion of DIA agents.

The officer shook his head defiantly. “We will not simply abandon this ship. You arrive on this bridge with no weapons and tell us you are about to destroy a Core navy vessel.” He shrugged dramatically. “You are surrounded by a fleet of Core ships armed to the teeth. What in Grell’s realm do you hope to gain ?”

Dalt took the man’s measure. He was cool under stress and not belligerent, but also not prepared to cave in either. A stand-off, perhaps ? He scanned the others on the bridge. All of them seemed more confident than the security guards who still had their laser rifles trained on Dalt’s team who were still partially protected by the body of the Dramatus’ captain and the elevator walls. 

None of Dalt’s men showed their silver bands, but were ready to respond to further fire from the guards.

“I think that will be none of your concern shortly,” Dalt answered, looking around to get a feel for the bridge layout. He was familiar with the ship-type’s design, but there were too many crew here even for a battleship. There was something different about the layout as well.

The officer wasn’t daunted. “The Core council say you’re Dispersal terrorists, is that true ?” he enquired.

Dalt smiled. “What your council says is of no import to us, we were attacked by yourselves and my brother is dead from your weapons. That makes you the terrorists here,” he accused, but Dalt was wondering why the officer was trying to engage him in conversation. Was it a distraction while something was happening elsewhere. He tapped his earpiece and received an acknowledging tap from the armoury team. They were still operational, then.

“Then you ARE Dispersalistas ?” the officer continued to press. “If that is so, then something has happened to draw you out into the open and it must be a big event for the Core council to issue instructions for us to ‘kill on sight’. Am I correct ?” 

Something in the way the officer was speaking to Dalt, trying to draw him out, sent alarm bells ringing. Dalt took a closer look at him. He was mid-thirties and well built, but his features had a certain look about them. He didn’t look your typical Core Navy type. More like someone who was wearing the uniform, but who had his own mind. 

Dalt had a hunch, just a tickle of an idea, but to play it he needed to disarm the situation for a few minutes.

“My men are unarmed, tell your guards to give up their weapons,” he ordered the Officer looking at him firmly, confidently, but without any aggression or threat in his voice.

The officer looked relieved and pointed at Dalt’s hands. “I wouldn’t say your men are unarmed,” he indicated, “but I’m prepared to accept that we probably have no choice, except to die where we stand.” 

He nodded to his men. “Do as he says.” and placed his hand gently on the shoulder of the nearest guard to reinforce his control on the situation.

The men still looked across at the captain for additional reassurance and Dalt saw the back of the captain’s head nod almost imperceptibly. The men slowly put their weapons on the deck. 

Dalt now moved into the room while his men spread out around him. Once they were properly onto the bridge they could relax somewhat while several took up stances that indicated they would respond to any sudden moves by the crew. Dalt pushed the captain forward and one of the crew took him and sat him down, taking out a box of medical supplies to treat his wounds.

“That murdering bastard isn’t hurt, that blood is my son’s and he will pay for spilling it,” Dalt rounded on them venomously making the would-be medic shrink away from the captain and Dalt who was now looming above him, but Dalt had already turned away and  was face-to-face with the First Officer.

“You come with me,” he poked him in the chest and moved towards a door which he knew would be a conference room used by the captain and officers. The officer followed close behind showing no sign of fear at all, almost a sense of keenness.

The door closed behind them and the silence of the room implied its soundproofing from the rest of the ship. Dalt took in a long table, big enough to seat ten people and a comms unit at the end. He was running short on time before one of the other ships realised something was amiss. He needed answers quickly. 

He turned on the Core officer and pinned him to the bulkhead with an incredibly strong handhold. The other hand was suspended in front of the officers’ face, the silver streak pulsing dangerously. Dalt watched as sweat formed on the man’s brow. Finally ! Dalt thought, some fear showing.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you and the rest of your crew right now ?” he demanded.

The officer looked back at him and nervously put his hand on Dalt’s shoulder. He tapped out a long sequence with his index finger while Dalt, caught completely by surprise at the move, stood stock still. When the sequence finished, Dalt unbelieving, but fully aware of what was happening stood back in surprise releasing the Core officer from the stranglehold he’d held him in. 

The officer bent over as the pressure disappeared from his throat, taking a moment to recover his breath and poise. Then looked up at Dalt with relief, then surprisingly, smiled at the DIA leader.


Chapter Twenty-Five

A New Direction

Dalt’s response was of surprised pleasure. “You’re one of us ? What’s your name ?”

“I’m Charon of the Bacrat. I’ve been in place fourteen years and eight months. I was commanded to infiltrate the Core command structure and report back to my superiors anything of interest. I had a standing instruction to intervene in the case of a major event.”

Dalt understood. There were many Dispersalist agents onboard ships in the Core navy. He guessed there was more than just one, he imagined there would be a backup team aboard a vessel like this in case there was an opportunity to take over and bring down a Core asset.

“You need to get the crew off this ship before the armoury goes up,” Dalt warned him.

Charon looked shocked. “No !” he said the alarm in his voice evident. 

“I mean, you do not need to destroy the ship,” he tried to explain.

“What do you mean ?” Dalt replied. “We don’t have the manpower to fly and defend it from the other battleship and the cruisers patrolling nearby.”

Charon shook his head adamantly, his hands grabbed Dalt by the shoulders as if it would emphasise his statement.

“This is the latest battleship of the Core navy, they control virtually everything from the bridge.” 

“You mean that crew out there is all there is ?” Dalt replied confused and more than a little alarmed at the familiarity of Charon’s hands on him.

“Well, not entirely, there are flight support teams for the fighters you’ve already seen as well as security personnel, most of whom you have killed already. There are maintenance and medical teams etc., but as far as engineering, weaponry and battle-mode is concerned, it’s all controlled from in there.” He pointed back out on the bridge.

“Everything is automated with individual AIs controlling the main areas overseen by the bridge crew.”

Dalt was amazed. It had been so easy to penetrate the ship he hadn’t considered that it was because there was only a skeleton crew onboard. No wonder the captain had come down personally.

“Is this the normal crew number or are you on ‘shake-down’ ?” Dalt asked. He was getting the germ of another idea, but he needed more data from this new ally.

Charon was quick to respond. “Core is suffering badly on the manpower front. They have had problems with clones, there’s a virus apparently sweeping through them and it is decimating the reserves of the trained personnel. They had no choice, but to turn to semi-automation for the new ships. They are sourcing their technology from Exodus,” he added with a smirk.

“Hmmh ! How contagious ?” he asked, as he hadn’t heard of any such virus and was immediately worried about his own people and the millions of others out there in the civilian sector.

“Not in the slightest, it would seem. It’s been contained internally within Core and there are some saying it was a targeted virus specifically aimed at Core clones. They’ve kept a lid on it, but I informed our people some time ago.”

“Okay, so we have a small crew that we can coerce into flying the ship, is that what you’re saying ?” Dalt asked.

“Yes, but coercion may not be required. Most of them are conscripts and Perrinwold found many ways and methods of ensuring they were kept beyond their delistment dates. There are none sympathetic to the Core, if that’s what concerns you. We have also been working to get a team aboard specifically to take advantage of just such an opportunity to obtain this latest drive from the Core,” Charon replied.

“You can take this ship, seriously ?”

“WE can take this ship. I don’t have the experience you do. I would follow you and so would my team. Grell ! More than half the crew on this ship would follow you if it meant getting out of the Core,” Charon replied. 

Dalt tapped and held down his earpiece.

“Frenga, what’s the situation down there ?” 

The answer came through his earpiece loud and clear, but only Dalt could hear anything.

“Leader, we have all the charges placed, the ship will go up in a big way and, these crazy bastards have anti-matter mines in here.” 

Grell ! thought Dalt. Anti-matter ! That stuff had been banned since forever. They were definitely armed for war and if all of their ships had similar armaments, then it was going to be a very short war indeed.

“Whatever you do down there don’t go near them, we would need to be a long way away from here to be safe from any fallout. When you’re ready don’t place the timers. We may have a better plan. I will get back to you, but in the meantime guard that armoury with your life, don’t let anyone in there,” Dalt finished.

He looked at Charon peevishly, “You are heavily armed for war - you have anti-matter mines. You wouldn’t carry them if it wasn’t for a very good reason - they are too unstable. What aren’t you telling me ?” Dalt knew that something important was going on and he had no time to contact DIA control.

“They intend to wipe out the AW if they don’t get control of it in the next few days. They have plans to take out the AW navy fleet. Once the Empire has lost its front-line defence, they expect to take control of the main planets within weeks. It’s all been pretty hush-hush. I only found out the information this morning when the Archon blockade was set-up,” Charon confessed, but continued nervously now.

“Honestly, I haven’t had an opportunity to advise Control, but I do know it has something to do with Archon-5. Captain Perrinwold said that a thorn in their side had been removed. I thought it was your team, but they must have been mistaken.”

“You know about my team ?” Dalt exclaimed accusingly as if Charon had said something wrong. In fact he had, there was supposed to be no knowledge out there of his activities. Who had talked and how high up in the hierarchy of the DIA was this young officer in front of him.

“Everyone knows of the famous Dalt and his team of assassins. Your brother Olgar, was often employed by the Core to carry out missions. We had the luck to meet on occasion. He’s a cult hero, as are you,” the officer confessed.

Dalt paled at the reminder. “Olgar was in the other ship,” was all he said. 

Charon went very quiet.

“I’m sorry, Leader. He will be sorely missed.” as Charon bowed his head.

Dalt was too numb to show any grief, he might never do so. “It is what it is,” he said, but war, he thought - that’s a different matter and one that needed to be headed off if it could. How could they stop the attack on the Alliance of Worlds ?

Then, he knew and understood that Olgar’s sacrifice was for a reason, these complete run of circumstances had evolved from that and now he realised that he had a lever, a fulcrum that might just give them an edge to get a stalemate and stop a war in the making.

He pressed his earpiece again and when it answered he gave Frenga his instructions. He watched Charon’s face while he spoke and saw the concern in his eyes and the tightening of his face at the impact of what Dalt planned.

Dalt grabbed Charon and moved back to the bridge where it seemed nothing had changed.

He stormed towards the captain who had been cleaned up a little and was now looking bellicose, but Dalt had plans for him.

“Captain - I’m feeling generous, he said caustically, loud enough to be heard across the Bridge. “I should just execute you here and now for killing my man in the hangar as well as destroying my brothers on the other ship, but I have been convinced by your First Officer here, that I should be lenient and follow the rule of Core Military law. Officer Charon here assures me that you acted out of haste and not on official orders which were apparently to arrest us and return us to face charges at Core Central. So, I’m going to hand you over to the other battleship captain with instructions to have you returned to face charges of murder.”

The captain looked strangely at Charon, who just shrugged as if he had no idea what was going on, which in truth he probably didn’t. 

Dalt continued his orders. “First officer, process the orders would you please and advise the Carristo of the circumstances, along with our request for them to proceed to Central immediately along with the prisoners whom we have retrieved along with their ship. Advise them that information we have discovered requires us to follow up on a fugitive still at large, one Philus Grady and the Citrix who has skipped the blockade and is headed toward neutral territory,” Dalt completed his orders to the comm’s specialist.

Charon stepped to the command chair and indicated to the comms officer to resume his station and proceed. Several others did also while the captain was manacled in preparation to being escorted off the bridge. The crew appeared to take the change in leadership in their stride. All but two officers returned to their consoles. The remaining officers looked furiously at Charon as though he was a traitor. Dalt immediately came to another decision and added to his orders.

“Those officers who are not prepared to follow Charon’s command should join the captain and be escorted to the other battleship.”

He was pleased to see that only the two officers went and stood beside Perrinwold. He indicated to his men that the three should be escorted down to the Dispersalista vessel and watched them as they left the bridge, thinking that his revenge on the malicious captain would be as sweet as Bagaarian honey.

He was suddenly bereft. He missed his SIC, they would have had a discussion as to why they were giving away their ship to the enemy when they could have simply been placed on a shuttle. He would have explained to him the reason and they would have shared a secret smile.

He instructed another of his team to follow them, “Put the ship on remote and lock down all controls, they can have the captain and the ship, but they will have to fight to get it to give up its secrets. Use the tractors to push it out towards the Carristo and then make your way to the armoury and join the rest of the team there.” Dalt dismissed him and began to make an inventory of his new crew.

“Charon, what will the captain of the Carristo do in response ?”

Charon turned and thought for a moment. Dalt took the time to evaluate his movements and body language and was impressed. He had no knowledge of his background, but to attain the position of first officer of a leading-edge ship, a prototype battleship no less, he decided he had to have some excellent qualities. He intended to find out what they were in the next few hours.

“I think he will be suspicious of your intentions, but he will see the prize of the DIA ship and crew as an unexpected bonus. There is never any love lost between ship captains in the Core. It will come as no surprise to you that he will enjoy making Captain Perrinwold’s time on the Carristo one that he will remember,” Charon mused further on the matter.

“As it occurs to me that he will immediately be concerned when he only receives three crew from this ship and none from yours, I wonder when you will activate your plan. He may well respond aggressively when he realises we have taken the new Core star-drive from under their noses.”

Dalt leaned over Charon briefly and addressed the young man who was talking to someone on his headset. 

“Comms, has the DIA vessel been tractored out into open space yet ?” Dalt asked.

The man turned at the sound of his designation being called and looked at Dalt, then Charon who nodded, before responding.

“Yes, sir. It has just been directed towards the Carristo, they have a tractor coming out to retrieve it.”

“Let me know the moment they grab it.” He turned to the pilot and navigator. “Helm plot a course towards the Preteus system and prepare to move out at full speed instantly on my command.”

Dalt looked sideways at Charon while continuing to appraise his response to Dalt taking command.

He said to him softly that none of the other crew would hear. “The trap is set, we will spring it as soon as we are sufficient distance and speed from the Carristo to minimise any response from them.”

“Carristo’s Tractor has it in tow, sir. It will be aboard in approximately forty seconds.”

“Helm, proceed at maximum acceleration. Advise crew to prepare for impact damage.”

As the klaxon sounded and the verbal warning went out to the small crew of the battleship the bridge crew all went into lock down and strapped themselves into their seats. They had no idea what was about to occur, but clearly understood that something fairly big was going down. Dalt and Charon both leaned against the command chair and grabbing a stanchion either side braced themselves for the aftershock.

“Give me visuals on rear-facing sensors and cameras,” Charon called.

The view showed a battleship and three cruisers all in close formation. As they watched a bloom of light appeared midships of the Carristo and expanded outward encompassing the whole ship and the cruisers. Further explosions followed the anti-matter limpet mine which had activated on touchdown of the DIA vessel in the Carristo’s hangar. The smallest mine from the Dramatus armoury had been held underneath the ship with a twenty second time delay. It wasn’t long, but enough to ensure the hangar doors were closed forcing the explosion inwards along the corridor system directly to the Carristo’s armoury.

The cruisers closest to the Carristo disappeared in a wave of debris and exploding weapons. They, in turn, caught the edge of the third cruiser and flipped it end over end almost in position which lasted about five seconds before a large chunk of one of the ships caught it midships and it echoed the fate of the others. Four for four, Dalt thought. Serves them right for intending to use anti-matter bombs. They were banned because the output of even small missiles or mines was horrendous. They were called ‘ship-killers’ for a good reason. There would be no survivors.

As the bow wave of the explosive force hit the back end of the Dramatus it distorted the bulkheads causing them to ripple. The gasps from the crew said it all. Several alarms broke out and Dalt listened as Charon called the emergency teams to the areas where damage control was needed. He suspected concussion leaks, a common occurrence in space battles. Those areas would be sealed until they could be repaired.

Charon looked sad, Dalt realised the officer had known many of the men on those ships, quite a few would have been DIA sleepers and part of his undercover team, but this was war and that meant turning away from regret and facing the hard decisions. Dalt knew then without a doubt that Charon would always do what was necessary, or die in the attempt. His resolve showed in the steely glance he gave Dalt.

For his part Dalt was not unfeeling, he had already lost people close to him. He shared Charon’s loss of his agents and the serving crews of the ships. Equally, he knew that Charon had acquitted himself well and for a moment felt guilty as he considered his next move, the memory of his son’s sacrifice still a fresh memory, but his mind was made up.

“Charon, you will be my new SIC, I intend to catch up with the vessel we were protecting when we engaged the blockade. The agent aboard has valuable data relating to the Archon sector and he, as well as that information, must make it to the AW Command on Fording Station.” 

Charon nodded approvingly. 

Dalt continued to outline his plan and as they went over the fine detail, he concluded,

“We will have one chance, that of total surprise. We must make it count.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

The Preteus system

The Citrix had been sitting behind the dark side of the moon of the gas giant for nearly a full day and Grady was getting impatient. Transportation through the naval blockade at AW Command was been arranged by Kildark, but Grady had no details because they didn’t want any pre-warning going to the Core navy. So, he had no way to plan their next move. His report had been received and Kildark had replied stating cryptically, “All things are clear to those that look,” and indicated to Grady that the reason for the attack on the AWA headquarters was possibly a prelude to a strike against the Empire, possibly over the discovery of Archon-5. Although Grady felt it seemed a little over-dramatic that the whole of the Core navy would assemble above the AWC - until he read the rest of the report that had been deliberately hidden within the reply.

The intercepted corporation report explained everything and was an eye-opener even for Grady.The data was comprehensive and he wondered how it had been intercepted. It wasn’t the kind of material that was bandied around. He suspected the DIA were responsible since they had assets everywhere. He read it quickly, then summarised it in his mind.

The Archon planet had two important raw materials that were of such high value not only in financial terms, but strategically important to ENCIO. The rare compounds that had been discovered were vital components in a new interstellar drive that was being rolled out. The Core navy already had several ships outfitted, but the materials were hard to come by and the sources were in already disputed space. There had been incursions by Core ships into that region and the AWA fleet was now patrolling it vigorously. As a result the corporation could not afford to have the Archon planet in dispute. Neither could they do their usual trick of making the planet uninhabitable and walking away until the dust settled. 

So, whilst they needed Archon-5 free and clear of any encumbrances, without a doubt the research they had carried out from the CRN Persipis indicated that the population appeared to be neither mutant nor clone and there was a high possibility it was an indigent species. The measurement of the known population clearly indicated an established world with a developed infrastructure, albeit completely non-technological as far as the report could establish.

The report writer scathingly referred to the Dispersalista and their repeated historic references to planet seeding. They admitted that if the Dispersalists were made aware of the existence of the planet they would activate all their assets to elicit the full set of facts and publish their findings across the Empire. Therefore, ENCIO must at all costs avoid giving them the political coup of finally proving the existence of a possible Dispersal planet. 

Grady considered the implications. It would mean war, of course, which was obviously why the Core were trying to nip the head off the AWA as a pre-emptive strike against the Empire.

Grady remained deep in thought while Shrilla read the rest of the report. He’d seen enough to know they had to somehow resolve the Ektepoi’s problems and avoid outright confrontation with the corporation bully boys as well until they had a better handle on the situation. Without a shadow of a doubt the Empire would have no prior warning of this and would be caught wrong-footed, unless the AWA fleet could hold off the Core until a diplomatic solution could be found.

“We’re in trouble,” Shrilla sighed clicking the final page of the report and leaning back to stretch her limbs. They had been sitting inactive for hours.

Grady agreed, but had more background than she did so knew more about the full extent of their dilemma. So, he added his thoughts.

“We’re not in as much trouble as Kildark. He has half the Core navy sitting on top of the AWC and according to Range’s latest report they still haven’t found the traitor who is feeding updates to the fleet above him. It’s why he’s being circumspect in his reporting. Whoever it is that is spying on the AWA is still in the system and reading everything that Kildark writes. I suspect we only know half of what’s happening over there.” Grady drummed his fingers absently on the corner of the unit. They couldn’t do anything to help. The Citrix would be blown out of this dimension by every Core vessel as soon as sighted if they tried anything.

Ario interrupted his drumming. 

“There’s a vessel approaching GG42-3A in this sector. Its engine signature says it is a Core navy battleship, but it’s using a restricted transponder code identical to one that the two allied ships were using before they engaged the blockade.”

“What ? It could be a trap !” Shrilla responded, taking immediate charge of the comms console she tapped in some codes.

Grady who was looking over her shoulder saw a brief glimpse of the AWA logo and then a string of numbers corresponding to known AWA transponder codes. “It’s not a known ‘friendly’ code,” she murmured while continuing to type. “Ario, release all unregistered transponder codes in your databanks to my console,” she ordered.

Grady grunted in surprise when Ario complied. He’d had those on restricted access, yet Shrilla over-rode his protocols without a murmur from Ario. He needed to overhaul his AI once he got his ship back to himself, he decided.

Shrilla responded moments later, the frustration evident in her voice. “Ario’s right, this is the same code that followed us out of Archon-5 and one of the ships that took on the battleship blockade.”

“Which begs the question – ” Grady began to respond when Ario cut in.

“Receiving an encrypted system-wide message addressed to you, Grady,” the AI announced.

“Citrix, this is Dalt, Grady, please respond on this frequency. The CNS vessel Dramatus is under our control and capable of breaching the AWA blockade. Repeat, this is not a trap, we have taken over the Dramatus and can assist.”

As it began to repeat Grady instructed Ario to cut the communication.

“It could still be a trap, but I don’t think so. Dalt isn’t one for giving in under pressure. He would simply not make the broadcast,” he said answering Shrilla’s unspoken concerns.

“Ario, give me comms control.” Grady keyed the transmission switch back and forth in a pre-coded sequence. The clicks could be heard on the speakers.

A series of clicks came back, longer and faster. Grady simply smiled. 

“We have ourselves transport to Fording Station,” he said and began to manually set the engines and navigation to the battleship’s location.

“I’m really looking forward to finding out how they got themselves a battleship,” he sighed. 

“What was all that about ?” Shrilla looked decidedly suspicious.

“Oh, the clicking ? It’s an ancient means of communicating across space and as far as we know we’re the only ones who know it. We use it for verification checks and it is also useful for secret messages in groups,” Grady answered.

“I take it the ‘we’ you’re referring to is the Dispersalists ?” Shrilla replied coldly. 

Grady nodded absently without realising his admission, he was busy plotting a course to meet up with Dalt’s new ship and didn’t want to get into any discussion right now. There was too much at stake and no time for detailed explanations. He realised belatedly that he’d as good as admitted he was a ‘Dissie’ and half expected the whine of a laser warming up behind him. The itch was back.

“Ario, push engines to full speed, we meet with Dalt at this location.” Grady flicked his screen and the coordinates and course details immediately appeared on the main vidscreen. He listened absently as the engine sounds reflected the confirmation of his instruction, then went back to reading the reports from Kildark and Range while studiously ignoring the fact that Shrilla hadn’t said another word.

***

Unusually, Shrilla was bemused by everything going on around her. Was she the only one that didn’t get the memo that the AWA were allied with the Dispersalista ? It seemed that data from ENCIO, which could only have come from the DIA, was being passed to the AWA. Grady was somehow involved and working with active members of the DIA and even the ENCIO report itself acknowledged the possible validity of their teachings. She had been brought up to denounce anyone with such leanings, yet here she was surrounded by a universal unofficial, untalked about, acceptance of their existence. She should shoot Grady right now, but she had the distinct impression that in doing so she might just end up on the wrong side in this war that was heating up even as they sat here.

In an effort to give her subconscious an opportunity to decide on what her next action should be, she switched her thought process to something else that was bothering her. How had a small vessel the size of Dalt’s, with a crew of no more than twenty, taken over a battleship the size of that behemoth. She was sure they were going into a trap, but Grady seemed oblivious. 

Shrilla sighed, remembering Grady being captured by the Archon guards, and began preparing herself for a confrontation with a Core marine squad. Checking her weapons, she reviewed the import of the message from AW Command.

The report from Kildark and Range indicated there were serious ramifications attached to their discovery on Archon-5, not least that of Grady’s involvement with the ‘Dissies’. If Kildark was aware of Grady’s affiliation with the banned cult, then was he also involved with them ?

She looked at Grady while he scanned the reports. She realised that she felt attraction for him, but her ingrained prejudice was throwing her off balance causing her to doubt everything he said or did. He was right though, there was certainly ‘something’ about the people on Archon-5, they weren’t the typical clone or mutant that the AW generally discovered. Against her better judgement she was beginning to lean towards his theory, and if so, then they were definitely in need of protection. She was beginning to accept that the corporations might have no qualms about eliminating them entirely if it suited their commercial needs and the report did indicate there were strong reasons for them to do so.

She thought seriously about her upbringing and the Empire and corporation’s war against the Dissies. If they were wrong and there were ‘seeded’ planets out there... Well, that would really be something, and if Archon-5 turned out to be identified as the first, it would totally upend the stability of the Empire|Core pact.

Shrilla came back to her previous conclusion, that she really had no choice but to trust Grady and this Dalt, but she was going in with her finger on the trigger and ready to kill something. Nobody that she knew had the ability to take a small ship with a small team, under fire, and take over a Core battleship. She decided that she needed to meet this Dalt who was such a good friend and ally to Grady and who appeared to be a superman.

As the Citrix approached the Dramatus and she got a good look at the huge battleship from the cockpit, her impression was one of amazement. This was a cutting-edge warship and the lasers and cannon were massive. It was a dangerous opponent in a battle, she cussed admiringly  “How in Grell did this friend of yours take over this... this beast !” she exclaimed, no longer able to hide her awe of such a feat.

“I’m sure we will find out, but it’s not a new ship design, the drive is new and much of the armament has been upgraded, but it’s still an AF-59 series. If I remember rightly, Dalt and his team have dealt with them before during the Mutant Wars,” Grady replied distractedly as they approached the massive ship.

“Ario, do we have landing instructions ?” he asked the AI as their ship began traversing the hull towards the rear sections.

“We’re being guided in remotely by the Dramatus. The hangar should be coming up on visual in ten seconds,” the AI advised.

Citrix, stand ready to disembark. The natives are friendly, repeat the natives are FRIENDS, came a voice over the comms unit.

Grady looked at Shrilla who was a little contemptuous of the message and was cross-shouldering her PRX plasma pistol straps. Obviously there was more going on here than either of them understood. Shrilla’s puzzled look deepened into a full frown and Grady wondered what she was thinking right now. He caught himself as his eyes travelled over her tunic which, with her tailored body armour, made her look highly sensual in a scary sort of way. He reluctantly dragged his eyes back to the cockpit screen before she noticed just as the ship’s nose turned to facing the oncoming hangar that had come into view as they swung around a bulge housing the port side missile battery.

There was a glare where the black background of space merged with the dark side of the hull illuminating their arrival area with flashing lights to indicate the direction through the hangar doors to their landing position. Grady left it to Ario to do the piloting and instead observed as much as he could of their approach. There were no suited-up crew in evidence. He also noted there was no reception committee. 

As they slid into the hangar his sight adjusted to the interior and his pilot’s mind registered lines of Beta4 fighter aircraft, the new model with twin thruster engines and central twin-lasers, slightly angled to travel separately but deliver a combined force that would disintegrate a target on impact. Nice toys !

Arcturus-4, Encio Home World

Dyle Phang grunted painfully as he lowered himself into the private air-car that was awaiting him on arrival at ENCIO’s ‘Zone’, the landing platform of their Company’s private planet. As per Empire regulations for all planets whether private or public-owned,  the Zone was open to all, but commercially it was subject to ENCIO’s extortionate landing fees and regulations. As a result, few craft ever came uninvited and there was little to no commerce conducted in the free trade area, which suited its owners just fine.

As soon as he was seated it took off on its programmed flight. Anywhere else and Phang would have panicked at the automated carrier, but here, he knew everything and what he didn’t know, he controlled. The transport system was under the direct control of one of his personal team – he felt safe.

A grizzly old man, Phang had rejuvenation therapy once, but didn’t like going under the surgeon’s knife and losing control. As a result his cloned organs were now ageing and his features, once smooth, were now gnarled and wrinkled. He preferred the look, it gave him a scary countenance which often helped in bringing clandestine ops to a successful conclusion. He wasn’t afraid of dying ; in fact he looked forward to facing it down. His attitude was more a ‘this life sucks, death might be a better option’ which is why he visited it on so many of his enemies. He considered that sending them to a better place was doing them a favour and getting them out of his hair was just a bonus. He expected to join them within a few years. 

He still had regular injections to keep his stem cells reproducing those aspects of his body that wanted to break, but externally he was happy with his aged looks.

He was known as ‘Mr Nasty’ because if you failed him, he made sure you paid in no uncertain terms, usually with some particularly heinous accident. So his reputation preceded him and he usually got what he wanted from people who had no means to defend themselves against his personal malevolence and his equally sadistic black ‘hit’ teams.

Phang was DCOD for a reason, he got things done and didn’t talk. It also meant those who knew him kept themselves out of his reach. He was capable of looking after himself too, he had previously been a black ops agent and had more kills to his name than all of his team put together. All in all, Phang was a very dangerous man to be around.

He was also a specialist. He excelled in creating accidents, you would never know that he’d killed a person. In space, accidents are easy to arrange. With multiple worlds in the Alliance it was also easy to hide, lose your pursuers or vanish entirely. Phang had aliases on many worlds. Although wanted in connection with many murders, deaths and unexplained missing people, Phang could still walk through any security base-station and be offered kaiko by their operatives.

He had multiple contacts in all the main organisations. If one wanted to turn on him, they would be ‘spiked’ by another. His ‘eyes’ in their business meant he pretty much did what he wanted and profited from the intelligence.

Currently, Phang was taking advantage of the ‘insider’ in Alliance of Worlds to pull the teeth of that organisation once and for all. The ‘puppet’ thought he was the ‘puppet master’ when in fact it was really Phang pulling the strings. His ambition was to be the CEO of ENCIO and then press the corporations into waging a final war on the Empire. The AW was a thorn in the corporation's side and Phang had decided to use his puppet inside the organisation to finish it off and get a clear run at the planets under its dominion. That alone would launch him into the CEO position over the existing head. 

Callebran, the incumbent CEO, was a middle-ager, a turn of the century rejuve who used clones as servitors to dominate his own political agendas. Callebran had no stomach for a fight, he was a peaceful coexistence sort of leader and whilst this provided the partners with a peaceful climate for business, it gave no opportunity for big profits. Phang knew that profit was what corporations were all about ; and war provided very high profits.

The air-car strained its engines as it sought to reach the penthouse suite of the building that Phang called his office. At two-thousand feet, it was the highest building in the city. Today the clouds encompassed the tower’s landing pad and Phang smiled. Good ! the cool air would ease his breathing. Bad ! the damp would get into his joints. All that was okay, Dyle Phang needed to feel alive and pain did that for him.

He felt the slight shudder as the runners touched down. Landing blind in a cloud wasn’t dangerous, but the finesse of the system was put out by the lack of laser locks on the landing bay.

The door swung open indicating it was safe to decamp to the reception and Phang dragged his ageing carcass out of the flyer and walked the few steps into the illuminated hallway where the blonde short-haired man waited with a hand-reader.

“Good Morning Mr Phang,” he said jovially as Phang put out his hand for the reader.

Grabbing it he smiled, “Yes it is, it’s one of the best yet,” he replied cryptically.

He put his hand onto the screen, then as soon as the light turned green, he removed it. A picture of a lens appeared and he placed it against his right eye, the reader beeped. It had read his voice, hand and retina along with pulse and biorhythms. It knew him and confirmed his identity. Another beep and a small needle ejected from the side of the tablet and pressed into his hand delivering a tiny injection of nanites. They were his security key and uniquely configured as a single-use pass into the building. His access would be controlled by the nanites which for him, would mean totally unrestricted.

If anyone else injected themselves with these, the nanites would de-construct the person’s brain stem within minutes leaving them a vegetable. He handed it back to the other man who took it from him and checked the readout.

“You’re cleared, sir.” The receptionist smiled as the glass barrier that had invisibly blocked access to the building proper slid away and Phang walked through. The almost silent ‘swoosh’ of the glass behind reassured him that the entrance was sealed again. It wasn’t just a security feature, it also locked in the ‘clean’ atmosphere of the building’s climate control which ensured they couldn’t be affected by anything outside. He had installed it last year when an attack on a fellow corporate HQ resulted in them all being gassed by a mutant conversion virus which turned the breathable air into something that killed them in seconds. When the security services finally entered the building, the bodies were already in an advanced state of decomposition, but there was no trace of the virus that caused it. The word in the ether was that it was another corporate that wanted to muscle in. 

ENCIO was a prime target for attack, so Phang had instigated positive pressure zones within the building and then set about making it airtight. A risk if there was ever a breakdown of the climate control system, but unlikely considering the reliability of ENCIO’s design and manufacturing arm.

His destination appeared ahead of him ; the large doors a throwback to earlier times. There was simply no need of such ostentation these days, but still - it always made for grand entrances and Phang had learned early on that he could instil fear just by throwing these doors open. 

He took hold of the handles and pushed hard. The gimbals they sat on were perfectly balanced and the weight of the metal panels appeared as nothing. They swung open swiftly, at the last second braking before crashing into the walls. They cracked the walls every time he did it, so they had put in these little pressure breaks that banged loudly and sounded much like when the door fully met the wall, but importantly did no damage.

The hubbub of conversation died on the lips of the men and women in the conference room. All thirty-two of them turned their attention to the arrival of the DCOD ; the one man above all others that they feared. On the wall a display of ten screens divided the area up and he could see fleet ships and world view in all of them.

“STATUS ?” he commanded, expecting an immediate response from whomever they had decided to be spokesperson for this meeting. They took it turns drawing the short straw. More than a few had delivered bad news and been despatched with a cold precision that left them in fear of their lives whenever Phang was around.

“We.. we understand from the Alpha fleet that AW Command is in lock down and the only option is to put a gunship with missiles and fire them directly down the throat of the access tunnel. We’re trying to get the space-port locked down so the news crews can be evicted from their viewing lounge. We don’t want any more of this getting out onto the public networks than already has.” The voice cracked as the person’s trepidation affected their ability to salivate. Phang knew there was more.

“AND ?” he pointed at the old man who had risen to deliver the news.

“We have word on the new battleships. The Carristo is no more and the Dramatus is missing, presumed destroyed also.” The man sat down and tried to blend with the people on either side of him.

“WHAT ?” he shouted, then licked his lips. This was unprecedented. Had there been a problem with the new drive system, or was there something else going on ? He glared around the room and caught the eye of every one of them before they dropped their gaze. Not one of them would out stare him. It was his little game, but he was angry and somebody needed to clarify that last statement.

“How did this happen ?” Phang at last sat and resumed a normal voice. The news had shaken him ; their latest battleships gone.

A new voice spoke up. “They were part of the blockade around Archon. They came into contact with two Angel ships. Perrinwold engaged them. Shortly afterwards we lost contact with the Dramatus and then the Carristo stopped transmitting. Their support ships were also destroyed. The other ships in the sector arrived on the scene and the debris was so great that they found nothing substantial of any of the ships. There were radiation traces matching our own anti-matter torpedoes — “

“SABOTAGE ?”

“Sir, we’re not sure, we believe there was an exchange of fire between the two battleships. Sensor logs from the other ships in the sector indicate missile fire along with plasma and laser exchanges. They’re not sure if it was related to the two Angel ships, one of which was definitely destroyed at the outset.” This from a younger man who had a live screen in his hand and obviously downloading information as he spoke. He looked up and pointed at the screen, “I’m getting reports from the SAR crews that there are zero survivors and none of the skeleton crew’s bodies have turned up.”

“Do we think that the Angel ships were destroyed in the explosion ?” Phang asked no-one in particular.

“The fact is, sir, that we can’t be certain although the anti-matter explosion would have covered a large area and the likelihood of them being in the vicinity and therefore incinerated is more than a high probability,” the old man responded.

Phang sat back, the loss of their two newest ships was a body blow to the corporation’s plans. He thought about it. They could still succeed on numbers, but those two ships alone were meant to take on a planet each. Thank goodness they were only skeleton crews, if there had been the usual contingent of fifteen hundred it would have been an unmitigated PR disaster. He also knew that their strike plans were in an advanced stage of roll-out. They couldn’t delay and the AW Command structure couldn’t be allowed to process the data it now held on Archon sector. 

“We cannot afford to delay, time is upon us. Send a message to Alpha fleet, to take down the AWC. If the missiles don’t work, take out the space-port including the news crews,” Phang ordered callously. He knew he had just effectively pronounced a death sentence on over forty thousand people, many of whom would probably be corporation personnel. No matter, this was war.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Fording Station

Range was in the canteen when the call came through. He raced toward the entrance gathering his forces as he went. He’d really been caught on the hop this time with only a few of his men repelling the Core troops attempting to regain access to the AWC. He mentally questioned the Core’s desire to constantly attack the AW while he ran. It didn’t make sense unless there was something here they either wanted or needed to destroy. They could easily laser the base from orbit if they wanted, but hadn’t so far. That meant there was something here they wanted to retrieve. Maybe not the female officer that Grady had imprisoned, but something that had brought them in right at the beginning. The spy in their midst perhaps ? Kildark ? He’d love to know what was at the back of all this, but decided it wouldn’t much change things. He just hoped it was worth all the killing. He pulled his team together as he ran.

The corridor leading to the entrance indicated the fire fights his people had already repelled. Blood and scorch marks littered the walls and floor, both from his men and enemy combatants. Putting the thoughts of their losses aside he pulled up his hand-held screen which showed what was happening ahead. It was a full-on attack, there were squads of Core marines attempting to move in. This is it, he thought as he pressed his communicator and set it to broadcast publicly across local space.

“This is AW Command, we are under attack by Core air and ground forces, we need support from fleet, do you copy Freedom ?”

He waited a few seconds while the message transmitted, he was almost at the entrance now and stopped short just as the reply came in.

“This is Captain Brake of the Freedom, be advised that we are still out of range of Fording Station and unable to concentrate fire sufficiently to aid you. We are sending fighters to provide cover, they should be with you in twenty.” 

Range heard the communicator click off. He calculated, twenty minutes before he could get air support to take out the gunship stalking the entrance – it would be too late, he decided.

Switching his broadcast to local so his team could hear him, he sent out an order to fall back. His men would be heading his way in a few seconds and would need supporting fire.

“You four,” he turned to the soldiers nearest him and indicated they should take the left fork in the corridor. “Reinforce your position and prepare to provide cover for our men as they retreat. You four,” he indicated the next in line, “take the right corridor and do the same. When they come, take out all enemy combatants, then fall back corridor by corridor,” he ordered and was satisfied with the confident nods from his men. They would be alright.

“The rest of you, follow me.”  he ordered while hitting a fast run.

Range led them forward quickly to a set of doors leading to supply and maintenance areas. The doors were locked, but opened under Range’s hand print. His new security clearance left nothing unopened by his bio-signature.

He glanced at the numbers he had with him, ten men plus himself. “You five into the storeroom. If you can wait until the battle passes you, then take them from behind.” He didn’t need to tell them that the chance of discovery might ruin their plan, but they had plenty of cover inside the stores and could give a good accounting of themselves. That, in itself, would slow down the attack.

“You five, follow me. We’re going to get behind them and take out that gunship,” he said as he pushed ahead with his multi-blaster. He had a dozen charges with him which would be plenty to take out a gunship at close range. At his command, they each collected some bags of plas-cement and hefted them over their shoulders.

He ran through the back of the storeroom and indicated a narrow stairway that ran parallel to the main entrance area to an office at the end. He stormed in followed by some of his men. There wasn’t room for everyone and as they all knew this was a dead-end they held back and awaited further instructions.

Range indicated to the men with the cement gesturing for them to place the bags where he indicated in two alcoves that were the width of doorways and then get out. The last two he held back momentarily.

“You two, put two ten-second fused grenades here and here,” he said, indicating the narrow area between the cement and the rock walls, “then fall-back to the stores. As he exited at a fast pace he heard the double whine of the fuses and stepped up his speed so as not to get trampled by his own men who were already behind him and racing for the safety of the store-room beyond.

“Everyone down, protect yourselves,” Range warned as they exited.

He barely made it behind a pallet of plas-cement before the explosion ripped through the narrow space showering them in dust and debris. 

“Quickly now !” He rose and ran for the stairs again, through the murky and dusty cloud, leading his men over the wreckage that was once an office and where now daylight shone beyond the walls. The dust was clearing giving him a good view of the result. Two large openings had appeared in the wall. They could do this, he thought.

His men covered both entrances that now faced the space-port area where the gunship, to their left and slightly below them, was hovering in support of the marines that had entered the main entrance. Taking a multi-blaster from one of his men, Range selected automatic mode, then aimed for the air-intakes above the engines that maintained the ship’s position.

He fired and held the trigger down as bolt after bolt hit the armoured area, bouncing off the armour plating, doing little damage.

“C’mon, focus you stupid old git,” he muttered.

Then a bolt disappeared down one of the intakes and the resonating thud of an explosion told him that it had found its mark and the gunship’s engine had been damaged. He had four rounds left and waited to see if he would need them.

Smoke poured from the air intakes while the engines belched flame and then seconds later, exploded. As the gunship sank heavily to the ground it crashed and the pilot and gunner leapt out, thinking they would be covered by their own marines, but Range’s men were ready and took them out in a barrage of plasma and laser fire. No enemy was to be left with the potential of aiming a weapon at them and those guys were the pits hiding in an armoured flying tank with rail-guns to decimate the ground troops.

The marines on the ground quickly realising they were being attacked from the rear, pulled back to locate the source and as they did fell into the sights of Range’s men who mercilessly mowed them down. 

He leaned back into the room hearing gunfire from behind and down the corridor, he realised his men were defending their rear. That meant the enemy weren’t going to go deeper and fall into the trap he had set. Recognising their advantage was likely to be short-lived, he looked at the distance and made a command decision.

“Jump, lads,” he cried and hugged the multi-blaster as he leapt, rolling as soon as he hit the dirt.  Immediately he was up and running to the entrance, the whine of his weapon telling him it was charged ready to blast the first enemy he came to. He heard his men drop and follow him and together they arrived at the wrecked entrance to the AWC. All of the Core marines must be inside, he decided.

“We’re coming in through the entrance, be ready to catch these bastards between our forces,” Range ordered into his comm unit. He received confirming responses from three of four of his groups in different positions. “Shoot only what you can see, don’t fire wild or you will bring down your team mates,” he reminded them.

A tap on his shoulder pulled his attention from the entrance. Indicating behind him the soldier said.

“We have incoming, sir. It looks like two more gunships.”

“Oh ! for fuck’s sake !” Range muttered and changed his frequency to the Alliance broadcast again.

“Freedom, this is AW Command. We could really use that fire-power, sir. Like, now !” Range emphasised, his gravelly voice etched the desperation of their situation. If the gunships fired into the entrance-way which had already been completely breached, it would take out him and his men in a single salvo as well as the Core marines inside.

There was no answer to his hail of the Freedom. Range decided there was no other choice and called out, “Forward men, let’s get this finished and come back and sort out these ass-holes when we’re done.” As Range led his men back into the AWC complex he knew they had a very small chance of success, but he needed to show leadership so his men didn’t lose their will to fight. They had to win the day at all costs.

Dramatus - En-route to Fording Station

“You mean to tell me this ship has only twenty-two crew and a small contingent of guards ?” Grady replied incredulously as his view swept the bridge counting off the people there.

“Yes, the technology is so advanced we literally fly the whole ship from here. Normally, though there would be a full complement of crew for the sake of redundancy, but for these two ships and the shakedown cruises, they set it up to all run from here.” The SIC, who Dalt had introduced as Charon, turned to Dalt and added “Your ship was lucky in that we had very limited fire-power from the bridge, otherwise you would never have made it to the ship’s weak point : the underbelly.

We knew that. My brother and I had already beaten your ships in battle in scenarios much like today. It was only the proximity of the Callisto that stayed our hand in destroying your engines.

“Oh, so you were already familiar with this ship’s specifications. In that case I’m doubly glad we resolved our differences,” he smiled. “That would have sent the captain into an incandescent rage, one that some of this crew wouldn’t have survived.

“Like my brother, you mean,” Dalt reminded him sourly.

There was a moment’s silence while everyone absorbed the change in mood.

Dalt realised he had no right pressing his own guilt on these people and quickly tried to reset the mood.

“We have a new problem, and possibly a solution, if you’re game,” Dalt looked at Charon as if getting the measure of him anew.

“You want the Dramatus to go into battle,” Charon sighed.

“How fast is this new interstellar drive ?” Grady asked.

“Three times faster than any other ship in any other fleet,” Charon answered.

“Four hours, then !” Shrilla calculated.

“Four hours to where ?” Charon queried.

“Fording Station,” Dalt announced.

“But... but, that’s suicide - there’s a whole Core fleet mounting an attack there right at this minute !” Charon cried. He looked at them as if they were joking, quickly realising their deadly intent would put the captured ship right into the thick of the enemy.

“We have an advantage,” Dalt said looking round at the bridge team and wondering just how loyal they would be in a firefight.

***

Grady listened to the first call from Range and knew immediately that Freedom’s fighters were coming from too far away to be there in time to help. 

In space disasters tend to unfold very quickly and timing was always critical. He calculated quickly and realised they wouldn’t make it. He turned to the renegade Core officer.

“Charon, how close can we get to the station ?”

Charon turned to the navigator who knew the drive system and could accurately calculate their chances. He just raised an eyebrow and the navigator immediately screwed his face up as he considered the problem. Too close and the chance of hitting another of the Core ships or other vessels in the vicinity would be high. If they came in too fast there would be zero margin for error. He shook his head negatively.

“We cannot get in close AND halt the ship in time to make any difference to the AWC. There is no margin for error here.”

Grady knew the answer was coming, but his quick-thinking mind already had another idea. 

“What if we don’t brake and do a fly-by instead ?”

The navigator immediately changed his countenance to one of happy positivity.

“Then, we can course correct and skim the asteroid,” he smiled and looked good for the challenge.

“But, what would that do ? We would be flying too fast to attack the gunship ?” Charon added, a puzzled look on his face as he tried to anticipate Grady’s thought processes. 

“You have those lovely new fighters in the launch bay, I think I can pilot one,” Grady grinned as he began to race from the bridge.

“But, those aircraft haven’t been rolled-out yet, how do you know you can even fly one ?” Charon shouted after him.

“They are based on previous models, but now everything is AI-controlled - point and shoot !” Grady replied pausing half in and half out the bridge, but now closely shadowed by Shrilla. 

“I’m coming too, If you can fly one, then I’m going to be your wingman,” she said in a tone that Grady recognised as brooking no argument. He was secretly relieved, any half decent Core fighter could out-fly him and he trusted Shrilla even if she probably still harboured doubts about his allegiance.

They raced the empty corridors of the new Core battleship to where they remembered the hangar bay was and stumbled over bodies that had been heaped by the DIA operatives ready for disposal. 

Grady hesitated a moment as he looked at them strangely. They were all similarly built and without their protective helms on, he realised what had stopped him - they were clones. He could see from their build that they had been trained and well prepared yet they had fallen to a handful of the Dispersalistas. 

Not for the first time did Grady have reason to be grateful to Dalt’s family and their genetically advanced physiques. Shrilla looked disappointed, her distaste for cloning and mutation was the driving force behind her working for the Alliance of Worlds. It was Grady’s also, but cloning was part of their universe now and it was important to deal with the consequences of that and their work in AWA made a difference.

“Pick a fighter,” Grady suggested from the front row of five aircraft while he proceeded to the one marked ‘flight leader’. He knew it would have the added comms onboard for communicating with other ships and they would need that, he was sure.

The all-purpose in-space and in-atmosphere fighter was designed for quick entry. He pressed his thumb to the fighter’s access panel and waited while the bridge permitted access to the fighter. On this ship the bridge controlled access to ensure that only authorised personnel had entry. It had cut thefts of fighters and shuttles by a large margin.

A crack appeared in the side of the jet and a few seconds was all it took for the whole side section to lower, complete with an inertia seat and helmet wired in. It took only another few seconds to strap in and place the helmet over his head. As he did so the lowered section rejoined the rest of the cockpit and Grady was rewarded with an immediate head-up display. The sound of the cockpit sealing itself and a rush of clean air told him that the craft was flight ready.

He looked it over. The instrument panel and stick were standard, but the blinking light in his HUD told him he was missing something. His eye locked onto it and the screen flared with a message, ‘Activate onboard co-pilot’ with two boxes below, green and red. Grady opted for the green and was rewarded with an acknowledgement which was followed by earphones rotating down from his helm and hovering over his ears. This allowed him to hear onboard noises as well as communications.

“To access personalised options please enter your Core pilot ID,” said the voice from the phones.

“Override personalisation,” Grady replied to the inboard AI’s request.

“You have selected optimum settings rated for novice, do you wish to change setting ?” 

Grady was frustrated already and could imagine Shrilla going through the same problems with her onboard AI. He decided to try and circumvent further questions.

“Override all settings. Prepare for launch on my mark,” he tried.

“Affirmative. Awaiting hangar doors,” the voice responded

“Bridge ! Hangar doors, please,” Grady sent the request through the AI’s comms.

The answer came through the phones by his ears. 

“We need to over-ride safety settings, Grady. It will be a few seconds more. Don’t launch until we tell you, we’re coming up on Fording Station in a few minutes,” Dalt responded. Obviously Charon was too busy.

“OK, Dalt. We’re ready to go,” Grady responded.

“Shrilla ?”

“Yes, Grady, all okay here, this AI needs some lessons in obeying instructions, but we’re there,” she responded gruffly.

Grady smiled, he could imagine the problems that the AI would have dealing with his new partner. Unused to not being able to hack into the system would probably shorten her fuse somewhat. He opened ship-to-ship comms and toggled it to stay on. The bridge would hear their conversations as well, but it wasn’t an issue.

“When we exit, we need to remain hidden behind the Dramatus until we can make a direct approach to the space-port,” Grady advised. They would exit using its shadow to hide their presence until ready to attack. There wasn’t too much of a problem approaching AW Command, the port was always open between the asteroid’s base and open space. They maintained a forcefield which despite being manufactured from the most advanced technology was still only sufficiently powerful enough to hold in atmosphere. It was an expensive process using raw materials found on the asteroid and other chunks of rock in the vicinity. 

Their problem was going to be the Core battleship Flag. Hopefully Dalt and Charon had that figured out because Grady was going to have his hands full with the AI and firing on other Core vessels. He knew the Core had safety switches to handle friendly fire.

“AI, do you have a name ?” Grady asked while waiting for the hangar doors to open.

“Do you mean a name or call-sign ? If so I answer to ‘RAFA’ which represents my Random Automatic Fire Algorithm which is still in beta testing and only on this ship.”

“RAFA ? Well ! that’s unusual and can you tell me what this RAFA is ?” Grady requested while the countdown to launch continued.

“It allows me to fire at will if certain conditions are met. Because I also have the opportunity to decide which targets and when to fire, it may appear random to humans. In fact it is a complicated algorithm that analyses risk and threat to life of the pilot and craft. As I am a fourth iteration of the first fighter AI installed I’m quite advanced. If you tell me what the target is I can compute the best route to it as well as the best ammunition and firing sequence,” the AI responded.

“Who flies this bucket while you're doing all this, RAFA ?” Grady wondered.

“I have two secondary AI’s who control space and atmosphere flight and correspond perfectly with my targeting. The pilots usually sit back and watch the process. Would you like to give me a target ?” 

Grady blinked. The AI had actually asked him to provide the target and expected him to sit quietly while the machine did all the work. Not a Gremmel’s chance that was going to happen.

“No, I don’t mind you helping out, but I’m flying this plane AND choosing the target. You can however, provide location and navigation for this trip. Our destination is AW Command bunker entrance, Fording Station. Compute ?” he clarified.

“Affirmative, the launch bay is open, I suggest we disembark in nineteen seconds to optimise our trajectory and braking. I’m passing the coordinates to Theta, and the bridge, CONFIRM ?” 

“CONFIRM ! RAFA,” Grady replied bracing himself for the launch which he just knew the AI would process at the highest possible speed that his body could stand. Ario had done the same at times.

“Shrilla, Hold on to your seat. We’re going in,” Grady called to his partner.

“Received. These AI’s are something, aren’t th – ” she answered, just as both fighters were hurled out the launch bay in perfect synchronisation. Grady heard her grunt as the G-force slung her back into her contoured seat cutting off her comment. He chuckled mentally, he would have done so vocally except his breathing was being interrupted by a heavy weight on his chest.

“Launch achieved,” the AI announced.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Best Defence is Attack

“Follow me,” Grady called to Shrilla. The onboard controls had taken over as soon as they launched and they were now flying in formation, Shrilla’s ship tucked in neatly behind his.

“Dramatus, we’re going to remain in your shadow while our systems calibrate, then we will proceed to target point,” Grady advised.

The signal came back, “Be advised the intended target has been neutralised, but Core reinforcements are inbound. Two gunships as far as we can tell. It looks a mess down there. Be careful !” Dalt’s voice came across sounding cautious. 

Grady’s hold on the stick relaxed a little as he sensed the responsiveness of the fighter was perfectly anticipated his style of flying. As he flew parallel to the Dramatus he looked around to gauge his location physically, but other than blackness there was nothing to show. The station would be on the other side of the ship. He looked at the navigation aids and realised that their window of optimum flight was coming up in a few seconds.

Swinging away from battleship and arcing underneath Grady saw the asteroid station’s perimeter in the distance and pointed the fighter towards it. Shrilla was still on his wing. Having inherited the Dramatus entry speed they were still flying too fast to approach the large lump of rock, but the AI was already braking the aircraft as Grady swung the fighter in a wide loop to give them both the right angle of entry and the time and space to decelerate. 

“Is this a simulated battlefront ?” the AI asked.

“No, this is a real-time mission RAFA. Why ?” Grady enquired while fingering his switches to ascertain the manual controls for weapon selection and firing commands.

“Because I’m being scanned by the CN Flag and tasked to respond to military codes. They imply we’re a potential threat,” the AI responded.

“Reply that we’re on a priority mission and to stand down their alerts,” Grady ordered. He knew what was happening. It was standard procedure in a Core military exercise to verify all other ‘friendlies’ with the latest authentication codes. The Dramatus arriving in system must have been a big surprise to the captain of the CN Flag. They needed to keep it confused for long enough to get close into their gunships.

That meant they needed another forty seconds to put the threat of retaliation behind them, then they would be through the forcefield and able to halt the attack on the AWC. By the time the Captain of the Flag knew what was going on, the Dramatus would have slowed and navigated to a point where it could defend the station and them against the Core attackers.

“Are we going to fire on civilians, or military targets ?” RAFA asked again.

“We’re targeting the attackers of AW Command, RAFA. That means we will be going against Core fighters and gunships. Do you have a problem with that ?” Grady asked concerned suddenly that there might be a conflict of interest in his AI.

“I am unable to shoot at another Core vessel without explicit orders to do so,” the AI responded simply.

“I have two choices, RAFA. I can disable automatic weapons and targeting, or you can accept a command to fire upon Core forces where they are attacking station civilians or AW Command structures and personnel.” Grady responded curtly, his finger hovering over the manual control over-ride that would effectively turn the AI into a bystander in the upcoming engagement.

“I am unable to comply with your order without proper authorisation codes from the Dramatus. However, I am required to protect this craft at all times from any threat Core, or otherwise. Therefore, this AI is only permitted to maintain a defensive role,” RAFA instructed.

“Well I’ll be damned,” Grady muttered. “Did you hear that, Shrilla ?” Grady called out. He flicked the switch to give him manual control of targeting and weapons selection.

“Affirmative Grady, we have AI’s with principles and rules of engagement. Impressive stuff,” she responded. He listened while the same conversation was repeated from her AI and a similar action response agreed.

“Switching to manual targeting,” Shrilla confirmed.

“Entering station perimeter zone, preparing to engage atmospheric thrusters,” RAFA advised.

The engine noise changed as the AI activated the main propulsion jets. Grady felt the fighter respond to his touch in a way he could only describe as familiar. They approached the space port area and Grady immediately saw two gunships approaching the AWC entrance. The wreckage of the earlier threat still lay smoking on the ground, but the extractor and fire drones were on the scene making it safe. It might be a big asteroid and its atmosphere enough to sustain a large population, but it was still a valuable resource that needed careful management. Fires were the biggest threat and dealt with automatically by the station’s AI. They were going to be an additional flying hazard, Grady realised.

With his eyes on the first target, he selected a kinetic missile to reduce the level of air contamination or explosion, locked onto the jet and prepared to fire.

“Shrilla, take out the second gunship, then strafe the ground forces approaching AWC,” Grady called to her.

“I’m on it,”  she responded positively.

The range was good, but he couldn’t afford to miss, or for them to evade. If he got it wrong his missile would blast the front of the AWA headquarters.

He flicked his eye over the fire button on his HUD and a tiny missile flashed past his peripheral view and within two seconds dove into the jet exhaust of the gunship causing it to implode violently. The craft veered to the right towards the space-port visitor area and while Grady fought to bring his fighter around to re-engage it before it took out the civilian area, the AI intervened and a plasma bolt lanced across the empty space cutting the remaining engine in half. As the gunship fell to the ground Grady immediately understood that the AI had responded to the threat of civilian casualties and disabled the ship before it could cause collateral damage.

“Nice work, RAFA,” Grady responded to the AI’s actions. He flew over the top of the wreckage and as they turned back towards the AWC entrance he saw the second gunship touch the ground with both its engines smoking. The speedy response of fire control drones created a shadow on his visual display as they came en-masse to neutralise the degradation to atmosphere quality.

“I’m receiving threatening responses from the CN Flag over the loss of their craft, but the Dramatus has arrived in orbit and is dealing with it. The official threat status is therefore, currently clear,” RAFA advised. It sounded relieved and more relaxed, but Grady couldn’t be sure it wasn’t his own feelings emanating in the confined space.

“Good work, RAFA,” Grady acknowledged.

Grady wanted to land and join the forces on the ground outside the AWC where he could see Range.

“Put me in touch with the ground force,” Grady asked the AI.

“Range, you’re supposed to be keeping the entrance clear,” Grady called out when he saw the green comms light come up on his HUD.

“Damned if it isn’t the elusive Mr Philus Grady causing traffic chaos out here,” came the reply.

“Give us ten minutes to clear this wreckage then land your craft as close to the entrance as you can get. Beware snipers from the Core affiliated ships parked in the port area. They’ve been picking our men off over the last few hours.”

Grady mused, he wasn’t about to land if there was a chance of retaliation. 

“RAFA, there are snipers that will target me and the other pilot in the port area. Are you able to help in neutralising them ?” Grady asked.

“Affirmative, they represent a threat to the ship and its crew which put it firmly under defensive protocols,” it answered.

“Good ! Then let’s go clean up this space-port so that normal flights in and out can resume,” Grady smiled.

“Affirmative, Grady,” the AI used his name for the first time.

They cruised at a height of one hundred feet while Grady tweaked the ground radar to give him a clearer perspective, then switched to thermal imaging. There were lots of red spots. Some were coming from near the parked-up ships.

“Identify Core ships in the landing zone, RAFA,” Grady requested. He saw three vessels turn red on his HUD.

“Zoom in on these three images and place them on different screens so that we can visualise them better.” 

“There is no need, I can already detect that those three people are firing on personnel in the vicinity of your protected area. Do you wish me to take out the targets ?” RAFA asked.

“By all means, RAFA. It will be ideal if you can disarm them, but otherwise remove the threat,” Grady responded.

“Shrilla, have you neutralised all the ground troops ?” he asked.

“Yes, for some reason they don’t seem to want a fight,” she replied.

“Keep your head down a few more minutes we need to take care of some incoming sniper-fire,” Grady warned.

“Right,” was all she said. He watched as her fighter hovered outside the entrance to AW Command, protecting the tractors pulling away the wreckage of the two nearest gunships.

“RAFA, take out those snipers, now please,” Grady asked the AI.

“Already done,” the AI replied smoothly.

“What did you shoot them with ?”

“The latest Microwave Particle Emitters (MPE’s) allow me to narrowly beam selected targets. Their hands are badly burned, but targets are alive. A few days in the regeneration tanks and they will be fine,” RAFA informed him.

“Ah ! Nice touch, RAFA !” Grady smiled at the AI’s solution for non-fatal defensive action that also provided it with a moral response to firing on Core personnel. The threat scene detailed in his HUD turned green as the last of the combatants was neutralised. Time to call in, he decided.

“Dramatus, this is Grady. Ground threats neutralised. Advise status of any inbound enemy ships,” he requested.

“This is Dramatus, no inbound threats from Flag at this time. Suggest you land and update AWA on the status of your mission, Dramatus out,” Dalt’s voice sounded tense and Grady wondered just how well he was keeping the Flag and its support vessels out of the picture. The Alliance fleet should be in range now, so that would resolve much of the problem. As if to prove him wrong, his HUD flashed YELLOW alert as five inbound fighters swooped in through the large iris that represented the portal into the station’s space port.

“Dramatus, I thought you said no threats inbound ?” Grady cried.

“Be advised the Alliance are taking command of local airspace and will require all in-flight vessels to land and power down their engines until vetting has been completed. Failure to comply will result in punitive action,” the voice of authority carried through Grady’s headphones.

The drones having sucked up all the smoke and put out all the fires had already dispersed leaving the space around them clear. The fighters flew directly toward the AW Command entrance. Instantly realising they were still in Core ships, the suspected perpetrators of the attack, and in anticipation of their challenge, Grady called them on broadcast mode.

“Alliance fighters, you’re too late the threat has been neutralised. We’re friendlies in Core fighters, please check us out with AW Command before you do anything rash.”

The fighters that had been coming in at full attack formation slowed, but maintained their heading, hovering in front of Grady while behind him, Shrilla was jockeying for a shooting position.

“Alliance fighters are locking their weapons on both Core fighters : Instructions ?” RAFA asked.

“Hold your position,” was all Grady said to everyone, including Shrilla who he trusted not to shoot first and ask questions later.

“Core fighters, this is Alliance One, maintain position. Do NOT, repeat do NOT, activate your weapon systems or you will be destroyed,” came the tinny response, a result of their comms systems having a slight problem with handshaking the different technology.

“Alliance One, copy that. Maintaining position,” Grady replied sounding confident and relaxed. No need to give these fly-boys any reason to be nervous now, he thought.

“Grady, this is Range, they want to know if you’re a friendly, or no ?” came a recognisable voice over the comms.

“Range, do you want your butt kicked ?” Grady responded, laughing in spite of their predicament.

“Core fighters, this is Alliance One. Set your craft down on the deck and shut-down your engines and AI’s,” the voice came again.

Grady smiled, they weren’t very trusting. He approved and passed on the instructions to Shrilla and RAFA.

“Let’s park these where they are and make for the entrance. Okay, Shrilla ?

RAFA, land and shut-down all systems, then go to sleep,” Grady ordered.

“Affirmative ! Landing. It’s been a pleasure flying with you, Grady, let’s do it again sometime,” RAFA responded.

Grady was nonplussed, the AI showed more social skills than Ario on the Citrix. He decided to check on the progression of AI technology and push for an upgrade to Ario if there was one.

“You too, RAFA, nice to fly with an AI that can balance its morals with fire-power. You make for a formidable partner.”  Grady meant it. If the Core could produce AI’s of this quality, then they might end up using them without pilots, in which case there would be a real disadvantage to Alliance fleets.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Dramatus - Orbiting Fording Station

As Grady and Shrilla exited the launch bay heading for the station and the defence of the AWC, Dalt turned and confronted Charon.

“You are concerned we’re going into a war-zone when you have the fastest, most powerful battleship in the known system ?”

“Yes, true, I am. This ship is largely untested, these trials are – “

“These trials are irrelevant. The ship is based on a well-tried and tested chassis, only the bridge and armaments are new as well as the propulsion system. If we don’t help the Alliance of Worlds now, then the Core will have nothing stopping their march to eradicate all opposition. We have the element of surprise as well as superior fire-power. This ship will either serve the enemies of the Core, or it will be destroyed,” Dalt said vehemently. It wasn’t that he distrusted Charon, but he wasn’t sure how confident a leader he would be against a Core fleet. He needed to know now if he was going to falter, in which case he would take over.

“It’s true what you say, but this ship’s specifications are known to the Flag, and the captain is a very experienced fleet officer. I’m sure he will know the ship’s weak points and – “

“ – and nothing, do we go with you in command, or not ?” Dalt said pointedly.

Charon looked taken aback by the vehemence in Dalt’s suggestion.

“I’m sorry, I am not averse to taking action. I sought only to protect my crew and this ship. Its value to the DIA is immensely important now it is in your hands. I just thought...,” his voice petered out under Dalt’s glare.

Dalt considered his point. It had merit, they could lose AW Command anyway, but to lose the Dramatus would be pure negligence and waste a golden opportunity for the DIA and Alliance to update their technology. He softened his stance and saw the acting captain relax slightly as he responded.

“I’m sorry for my words, you are partially - no, you are... completely correct in your opinion. However, the AW needs our help and without it the neutral territories will fall. The Alliance fleet is minutes away. We can hold off the Flag until they arrive.”

Charon sighed, his relief evident. “I will give the order to engage the Flag if they seek to impede our defence of AW Command, of that you can be certain,” he nodded affirming his words. He then reassured Dalt of his commitment to the Dispersal.

“I stand ready to support the Dispersal in any way I can - and this ship remains at your disposal.” He took a breath and smiled.

Dalt grunted, satisfied with the younger man’s response. He had reminded Dalt of the benefit of not destroying this ship for the second time today. Dalt realised he was still upset and angry over the loss of his son, he reasoned that it was driving an aggressive response in him that needed curbing.

“Call the Alliance fleet and advise them we will support them in defending Fording Station and their headquarters, but as soon as they no longer require our assistance we make for our own world where this ship’s new technology can be replicated and retrofitted to our own ships.” He nodded at the now relaxed and confident SIC and charged him with the carrying out of his orders.

“I’ll be in the office, I need to talk to a few people,” Dalt explained as he made his way off the bridge. He wasn’t going far, but wanted to evaluate Charon’s skills from a distance. He also needed to check-in with his base and advise them of the change of plans.

He sat in front of the comms console and typed in some commands that were ubiquitous to all Core and Alliance computers. The software had been secretly seeded with DIA security tags that turned any console into an encrypted communication device. As he proceeded the screens changed pushing him deeper into the secret routines until finally, a picture emerged with a login box.

Dalt hesitated, flexing his fingers in preparation. Once he was logged in he would be under the direct scrutiny of the cult’s elders and while it was an order of beneficial objectives, the Dispersalistas had developed a hardness born of centuries of persecution. As a result they were daunting and ruthless in their search for the truth. It would not be an easy report.

“Honorific Elders, I see you,” Dalt initiated.

“Son of ours, we see you. Report your progress,” one of the elders images enlarged to fill the screen, then fell back again as he stopped speaking. The intuitive software could tell when someone was about to speak, and understood when they had finished. The elders also had a way of initiating and concluding their speech so the software worked faultlessly.

“We have lost sons, brothers, friends,” he confessed to them sombrely.

“What occurred, was this to do with your mission to protect Agent Grady ?” asked another.

Slowly, deliberately, Dalt explained the events leading to the conclusion of the mission. He knew Grady had already sent them the data core, but he sent it anyway as well as his own records which they speed read as they talked to him. When he came to the details passed to him by Grady on the discovery of seeded life on Archon-5 there was a stir amongst the elders and the conversation was muted either by design, or from the myriad outbursts from all of the participants forcing the software to freeze.

Dalt waited quietly, monitoring them as well as the Dramatus bridge crew who were actively engaging the Core ships in a game of cat and mouse. He muted the clarion call to ‘action stations’ as it came through and continued to wait for a further five minutes by which time the elders conversations had reduced to just two. An argument, Dalt thought to himself. He could well understand the emotional turmoil his report had created. The Dispersalistas ultimate goal of countless centuries had been to find such a planet, and now that time had come. It was a discovery of huge portent.

The first elder filled his screen. Dalt knew him like a brother, but the severity of the situation took all of that away and replaced it with a distant, but sympathetic countenance. 

“Vargo, my son,” he said using the honorific title of the Dispersalistas tradition. “You have done well. The loss of your kin is felt strongly, here as well, for it would have been a triumph had they been able to stand alongside you at this time. They shall be remembered by a service here tonight and immortalised in the archives as heroes who participated in the discovery of our sacred grail. However – “

The man seemed to pause to choose, or emphasise his next words carefully, as if there must be no misunderstanding. 

“However, your mission is not yet over,” the elder paused again, probably for Dalt to become receptive to the new instructions he was about to receive. Dalt was not surprised, nor disappointed for he was close to these men and women and knew their mindset. He had lived and worked with them for many, many years and thought much as they did. He knew what was coming.

“The discovery of Archon-5, which in view of Grady’s data will be renamed Ektepoi in keeping with the natives’ own language and history, poses a new and more serious problem. It occurs to us that the discovery of a Dispersal world at this time of unrest between the Empire and the corporations will likely force their hand into destroying all evidence of its existence. 

They have a wide and effective publicity machine that would quickly reduce the existence of such a world to hyperbole and wishful thinking on the part of our organisation. Such a disastrous event must not be allowed to occur. Therefore, you must proceed immediately, with the Dramatus to the Archon system and take up protective patrols against any and all incursions into Archon space. It is now off-limits to everyone until it is officially recognised as an independent inhabited world.

“We are sending a full crew complement, plus scientific engineers who will be able to incorporate modifications of our own into the Dramatus. Those same engineers will recover the data on the ship’s propulsion systems which are new to us and required as a priority.” The elder paused again to give Dalt an opportunity to ask questions.

Dalt dutifully pointed out the main problem. “This ship, though new, fast, and more powerful than any other in the Empire will not withstand a concerted attack by a corporation fleet. It is also impossible for one ship to cover the planet from all directions, it has neither the speed nor the manoeuvrability.”

The elder smiled. “We anticipated this. You will be joined by our fleet of military and clandestine vessels, some one-hundred-and-twenty-four ships, to be exact. They will be well-armed and their crews, like yours, fully trained and capable of defending the planet. They will arrive over the next few days as some of them are hidden in the Rift, while others are on missions across the system and will take longer. You will lead them. When Grady is finished with his report to the AW Command and has resolved their issue of the traitor in their midst he is to return to the fold. We have an important mission that requires his return to the new planet,” the Elder finished his briefing.

Dalt drew his hands together in acknowledgement of his commitment to the mission. “It will be as you command, Elder Vargo,” his father smiled at the honoured title. “For humanity, wherever it thrives,” they said in unison and Dalt watched as his father’s image dissolved, the software scrubbing all trace of his coded interference and the video-stream from its memories. They had used this system for decades to communicate across space from world to world. A secret network of quantum satellites carried their messages across the expanse. 

He stood and gathered his thoughts, delaying his return to the bridge by a few minutes. 

He had been watching Charon and had still not decided if he was fit to command the Dramatus. Would he be able to manage his people until Dalt’s new crew arrived. There might be some serious battles in the next few days and he could not afford to doubt their commitment. He considered the risks and felt that he might tread a middle ground.

Tapping his earpiece Dalt signalled his men. “Join me on the bridge, I have news,” was all he said. They would understand what it meant - a mission.

As he walked through the door back onto the bridge, Dalt heard the captain of the Flag issuing an ultimatum to Charon. He deliberately kept out of view so as not to undermine the young officer’s position and signalled to the man with the flat of his hand that he wasn’t there to intervene.

“...you will be tried and found guilty of treason. Your family will suffer alongside you as will your crew and their families,” the voice was saying.

“With all due respect,” Charon replied in a manner that implied quite the opposite. “Our families have already suffered greatly at the hands of the Core with their unconditional demands for slave conscripts for its war fleet. You will not use such threats now to promote your agenda. We stand fast and any further attempts to interfere with what is happening on the surface of Fording Station will force us to seal your fate, and that of your crew without further warning.” As the screen blanked at a sign from Charon to his communications officer, he turned to Dalt.

“They fired first, but our guns took out their missiles and also the backup fighters they launched toward Fording Station. At present they are attempting to bluff us into submission, but we are of one mind here,”  he indicated the crew who were already watching the interaction between their new captain and the strange mercenary who commanded so much respect from him.

“I see the ship is in good hands,” Dalt nodded approvingly towards the bridge crew. “Which is just as well as this is just the beginning.”

His men, who had been arriving from all over the ship were now bunched in with Dalt and the bridge crew who were looking concerned while still managing to watch the Flag for any untoward activity that might imply a threat to them or the station.

“Men and ladies,” Dalt acknowledged the three females of the bridge crew. “We have a new problem, one that we’re committed to resolving. You all know that in the Archon sector your ship and others were tasked by the Core with stopping our ships from reaching Alliance space. The very reason we’re here is because the Core and the Corporations don’t want the information those ships carried to become public knowledge - to the point they are prepared to go to war against the Empire over it.

What information could start a war ? Well ! that’s a simple answer, but a very complicated issue. The planet Archon-5, which is now to be renamed Ektepoi is a human-inhabited world from the ancient time of ‘the Dispersal’.”

Dalt paused while the murmurs from the crew grew. He understood their confusion. They, like all planetary inhabitants, had been indoctrinated with the lie that the Dispersal was just an unfounded religion, a cult with nowhere to go. Whilst they followed and sympathised with Charon and the DIA forces, they largely did so because of the method of their enslavement to the Core and the desire to be free. It didn’t mean they upheld the beliefs of the Dispersalistas, not even remotely. Now, here was a man, a legend, true, but a man nonetheless, telling them that the system they had recently been fighting in was home to a planet, not of mutants or clones, but native inhabitants from a historical children’s tale. A tale told of the dispersal of humanity carried out on a grand scale, one from which, according to the Dispersalistas, they themselves originated.

Dalt looked at Charon. He looked a little dazed as he too fought against the ingrained perception of falsehood and compared it to the belief he held and the realisation that his ‘religion’ wasn’t a religion at all, but possibly a historical truth. He was DIA, but even within their core members there were those who believed without having to test their faith. Charon was seemingly one of these.

Dalt signalled to his men, who quietly moved into positions that gave them access to the consoles. Their attention was not on him or the bridge crew, but instinctively realising that they were vulnerable to an attack whilst the crew’s attention was completely taken up with the revelation, they were checking the navigation, weapons and defences, ensuring the Dramatus was still free of immediate threat.

‘Sir, the inbound Alliance fleet has arrived and is taking up positions between the Flag and its support ships and the station’ came a voice in his ear from his man at the navigation console.

He spoke again ‘We’re being hailed by the AN Freedom, advising us that they are taking over defence of AW Command. They proffer their thanks and advise us to depart as soon as we’re able.' 

'I think they’re telling us to ‘Frig off’, sir,' came a voice from comms.

Dalt deliberately said nothing, just nodded to the man at the helm who gently pushed the bridge crewman aside and began plotting a course to take them out of system. The crew were still arguing amongst themselves and oblivious to what was going on around them. Other men of his stood by in case they were needed to subdue the crew. Dalt hoped that they were going to be rational, but he wasn’t going to hold his breath. Time to bring them under control, he decided.

“SILENCE !” he shouted clearly and authoritatively and was rewarded with an immediate quiet as the crew suddenly realised that much had changed in the minutes they had been distracted. The ship was getting under way and Dalt’s men had taken over their stations. The confusion deepened as they felt fear and uncertainty.

“Whilst I realise that this is a shock for you, it isn’t for us. As you can appreciate we have been working towards this revelation for hundreds of years since humans arrived in this system, settling and terraforming the planets. Yes ! this is what occurred, not the evolutionary twaddle they teach you in school.

What we have here is evidence of the third dispersal, one of a special kind that took a friendly planet and modified humanity to exist in harmony with its natural flora and fauna. The ecosystem on Ektepoi will have been maintained as naturally as possible and the humans that have evolved there are as indigenous to the planet as they are related to us. They are a new branch of humanity. However, they are still our brothers and sisters.

This is the reason the corporations and the Core navy risk war with the Empire. They cannot afford for this information to be spread as it will completely undermine the hold they have on the worlds and the people on them. Imagine how those people will react when they understand that it isn’t just themselves and the one-hundred-and-forty-two planets of the Empire, but possibly THOUSANDS of other human inhabited worlds out there. All potentially reachable with an interstellar system such as is installed on the Dramatus.” He paused while the gravity of the information sank in.

Looking around at them all, trying to draw them in, he used his abilities to gain their trust and cooperation. “We have an immediate problem that needs our attention, we MUST protect that planet, with our lives if necessary, because they represent the truth we have sought all of these hundreds of years. However, if the Core get their way the people will be eradicated or worse, if they cannot have the planet, it will be destroyed. Our mission is to stop the Core and the Corporations.”

Dalt waited while the crew absorbed the information. They would have questions, they would argue against the truth, they would fight him and his men if they could not accept that truth and he and his men needed to be ready. Now though, they were quiet, absorbed in their own thoughts and fears. Their confusion had no outlet - yet.

“As you can see, my men have taken over your stations to maintain our defences whilst your thoughts are distracted. You can resume your positions at any time, but only when you are good and ready. Do not attempt to do so while your mind is muddled you will only get us all killed. Are we clear ?”

The murmurings were sufficient acknowledgement for Dalt and his men to take his sub-vocal command to remove the crew to safe quarters until they had an opportunity to digest the news. He knew that some would not be able to make the transition from non-belief to belief on such short and unproven notice. However, all he needed was an opportunity for them to see the truth first-hand, then he would have converts for the cause, or have them removed and repatriated somewhere out of harm's way.


Chapter Thirty

Back at AW Command

Grady and Shrilla walked toward the damaged entrance of the AWC. The repair crews were already busily addressing the establishment of a new more formidable barrier set further out into the immediate apron of the landing zone. It wouldn’t stop an inbound missile, but would make it difficult for a direct attack on the entrance tunnel. Range was standing amongst the Core bodies waiting to greet them.

“Let’s get inside and get off the radar for a bit,” he suggested immediately to Grady.

Grady watched out of the corner of his eye as Range and Shrilla said a quiet hello, avoiding any outward display. Satisfied that he’d been right, he smiled and moved ahead giving them both a bit of space.

“Good work, men,” he called to the soldiers that were defending the entrance way from further attack. He was satisfied when he got an acknowledging nod from several who had been around when the fight kicked off outside Kildark’s office. They were certainly seeing some action these last few weeks. They might yet see a lot more once the news got out.

His ear-com buzzed and he tweaked it to take the call.

“This is the Dramatus, Dalt. Grady, you got everything under control down there now ?” the DIA agent asked.

“Yes, we’re clear of immediate threat, Dalt. It seems they don’t like an enemy that can fire back,” he answered.

“Well, that’s good because we have to go. New mission. The AWA fleet is here and has forced the Flag to remove itself to the edge of the neutral zone on pain of destruction. It seems that we got here just in time to stop a missile assault on the AW Command complex. Close call, Grady. VERY close.” 

“I think that this is just the start, don’t you ?” Grady fired back.

“Yes, hence our new mission. You will be getting your orders from the Quorum shortly, you’re no longer undercover thanks to all of this. I hope you can make it off the station without any help. We’re going to be long gone so you’re on your own,” Dalt advised him.

Grady absorbed the news of the Quorum. It was to be expected, he realised. His cover as mutant hunter was blown, as was his cover as an AW agent. Shrilla and probably a few others must have realised he had more than a few connections with the DIA. He wasn’t going to be able to shrug off, or work quietly any more.

“I understand, thanks for your help, Dalt, and I’m sorry about your people. We’ll meet up soon, OK ?” Grady replied.

“Yes, probably sooner than you think, my friend. Sooner than you think,” the voice sounded resigned.

The click of the ended call brought a moment of concern to Grady as he pondered the last words of his friend and protector. What was that about, he thought. 

He turned to find Range was off talking to his men and Shrilla was standing with her arms folded looking at him suspiciously. Her foot tapped ominously.

“Just the start ?” she asked.

Grady smiled nervously, he still didn’t know where he stood with Shrilla over the revelation of his involvement with the DIA. He wasn’t as concerned here as he had been on a ‘one to one’ back on Archon-5. She looked inclined to shoot him in the back then. Here and now, she would have to follow protocol and that meant taking it to Kildark.

“Nothing, just referring to the Core’s aggressive tactics in trying to neutralise the AWA. They’re obviously planning something big, and this ‘was’ supposed to be just the start,” he explained.

He could see she was only half listening to his response. The look on her face and her manner indicated to Grady that she’d come to a decision. 

“Listen Grady, I’m not comfortable with who you are. I’m not going to say anything to Kildark, but we’re not working together you and me, OK ?” Her disapproval showed clearly now, and Grady could see there was no compromise in her. He remembered Fuego, this wasn’t as bad, but just as clear.

He sighed. Whether she said anything or not made no difference to Grady now, but he didn’t say that. Instead, he looked at Shrilla and pretended to consider what she had said. It was probably for the best, he decided as he remembered Dalt’s point about him no longer being undercover. He guessed that his orders would take him away from the AWA shortly, so it would be moot point as long as the AWA or Core didn’t get to arrest, or kill him in the meantime.

“Shrilla, ...I understand, but you won’t have to worry about that, I don’t think I’m going to be around here for much longer,” he answered cryptically, then turned and walked through the half rebuilt entrance.

He heard her storming after him, but forced his pace to stay ahead of her so she wouldn’t see the disappointment on his face. He’d enjoyed working with her, and the AWA had been home to him. It was his own fault his ‘sleeper’ status with the DIA had lulled him into a false sense of security, one that he had learned to enjoy. Fuego, and now Shrilla’s knowledge of his DIA history meant that he’d had to crawl out from under the cover he had built around himself and now he was exposed with nowhere to go.

He decided that Kildark would probably not do anything, Grady had been positioned here precisely to cover Kildark’s back. As a ‘Dissie’ supporter he had been invaluable in keeping the Core’s anti-mutant activities in the spotlight. Now things were going to have to change. He wondered how it was all going to unfold.

As if sensing the change in mood, Range caught up with them, kept close to Shrilla, but said nothing until they arrived at the elevator. His look told Grady that he’d noted the chill temperature between them and was probably looking for an answer.

“Have we got more trouble coming, or is it just you two guys squaring off here ?”he asked looking at them both with a concerned eye.

Shrilla didn’t say anything, so Grady looked him in the eye. “It’s nothing Pete, just different views on what just happened out there, that's all.”

Range looked unconvinced and remained pensive while the elevator rode up to the director level. Grady could see he had other things on his mind. As they got out he pulled them both to one side and looked at them seriously.

“When you go in there, you’d both better be on the same page. We’ve got enough troubles coming at us without you two falling out, get me ?”

Shrilla pulled her arm away. Grady just watched her as she glared at Range defiantly. In the end she dropped her glare and nodded.

Range looked at Grady, but didn’t press for an acknowledgement. Grady was still technically his superior even though Range himself was now in charge of security and therefore superior to them both. Kildark was still not in the clear on the charges of murder and treason, although the evidence now pointed directly at a Core-led conspiracy. Grady anticipated his demotion in the investigation was imminent.

Range’s comm must have activated because he answered the call and turned away from them briefly. “On my way.” He turned back to them and explained hurriedly.

“I have to go, there’s been a new development. Kildark is expecting you both. I’ll see you afterwards. Just – play along in there, okay ?” He nodded directly at Grady and moved swiftly off down the corridor in the direction of the dead director’s offices.

“Let’s go,” he said to Shrilla and turned towards Kildark’s office not bothering to look back to see if she was following.

He heard her almost silent footfall behind him and smiled inwardly with relief. 

The door opened as they reached it and Kildark’s secretary waved them directly into his office.

“The prodigals returneth,” Kelly joked, looking at Shrilla who was right behind him now. “He’s expecting you like yesterday ?”

“Hi to you too, Kelly,” smiled Grady in a friendly manner, trying to judge the man’s mood and therefore any bad news pending.

Before Kelly could answer the gruff voice of Kildark called out to them to get into his office and they sped up and filed in, seating themselves with Kelly behind them. Kildark glared at them daring them to say a word. His expression told them to shut up and listen.

“Do you realise what’s been going on here you two ? We’ve been under threat of a missile attack for the last two days and the Core have been rallying support all over the Empire. All over this Fuego woman. They’re saying the charges are trumped up and it’s all to do with a personal vendetta that you have with Fuego.” 

“NOW ! – “ he stalled Grady’s response by cutting his large flat hand in the air in a downward stroke to emphasise his next words.

“Now ! I’m in the know as far as the altercation outside is concerned and I consider Fuego’s position and that of the Core to be unacceptable in the extreme. Nonetheless, I’m at a loss to explain everything else. Why we have dead directors along the corridor, why the Core attacked us in the first place, why your ship has been under attack, why the Core’s new ship Dramatus is suddenly in pirate hands with you both party to the theft and why the AWA has been besieged by the government representatives for your selective heads. I’m particularly keen to know why there is an Empirical order going out to annexe the Archon system until we get an explanation on why it should bring about a near war in this sector. The Core are breaking every rule in the treaty and why the Empire hasn’t yet declared war, I really don’t know.” He paused to take a breath, but stopped Grady again from intervening, a strange look on his face, then went on.

“I’m not about to throw you to the wolves just yet, though. I’m more...“ he stopped glaring at them and instead looked up at Kelly who was smiling and clapping his hands quietly.

“Excellent performance, Mr Kildark, sir. Excellent !” Kelly said as he listened to something coming from his comms unit.

Kildark smiled at the intervention of his aide and then looked at both Grady and Shrilla. Grady was totally perplexed at the rant of their boss. He already knew the answers to all these questions so what was the reason for the ‘raving angry boss’ act. He knew there was something going on and caught Kelly’s actions and the slow smile on Kildark’s face.

“Ah ! OK ! Back to normal then, kids. I understand that the security director has had a successful conclusion to his quest in finding the mystery insider that has been leaking data to the Core and everyone else, it seems.”

“Oh !” Shrilla said, “You mean all of this was an act for some purpose ?”

Grady suddenly caught on. “They were listening, or broadcasting your rant,” he said realising that it was an act to draw in the spy.

Kelly smiled and moved fully into their vision. “Yes ! We had tracked down the individual to a computer terminal which despite our extensive records wasn’t showing any designated location. We needed to get the traitor to activate their link internally or externally, or in this instance, both of them at the same time for long enough to pinpoint the area.”

Kelly pressed his comm unit to his ear to receive an incoming message.

“It appears they have pinned down the location, in Preston's office, but cannot gain access. You’re needed there immediately,” he looked at Grady who was out of his chair and on the run before Kelly had finished.

All he heard was, “He’s on his way” before he was out through the door and on the run to Preston's office. Shrilla didn’t follow him. He wasn’t sure she would, she’d made her feelings clear at the entrance to AW Command.

However, Kildark had put his hand up to stop Shrilla from following Grady and Kelly closed the door behind them as Grady and he left.

Preston's Office - AW Command

It was total chaos when Grady reached the open door. Somewhere in there he heard Range calling out orders to someone.

“Kick the fucking thing in, or we’ll blow it. Either way the bastard is going to fry,” he hollered.

Grady pushed his way through the group of armed guards who were preparing to leap into action. They saw who it was and immediately stepped back to let him through. One of the guards pushed inadvertently by the others fell violently back into the door frame, but his helmet took the brunt and he staggered back upright and nodded that he was okay. Grady moved into the room and took in the wrecked panelling.

“What do we have ?” he asked Range.

“What we have is a secret doorway that leads to somewhere we don’t know precisely where, except it’s the source of the signal.”

Grady quickly understood the gist of what was going on. In another second he had made a connection that the others hadn’t.

“Range, get the HQ locked down tight. Nobody in and nobody out, all passes regardless of how high they are are to be rescinded until further notice. We’re looking for someone who shouldn’t be here, but has been able to negotiate their way throughout the AW Command complex since this all began,” he finished.

Range didn’t delay, he passed on Grady’s instructions across AW Command and was pleased to hear all points go into lock down mode.

“What are you thinking ?” he asked.

“We have a secret entrance, that is here despite the security of this place. If there’s one ... “

“ ..there’s another.” Range finished the sentence for him.

“Sir, you need to look at this,” the call came from back at the entrance.

Grady recognised the face of the guard that had fallen. He was pointing excitedly at a break in the panelling behind the door where he’d hit his helmet.

“What’s this ?” Grady wondered out loud as he made his way back to the door.

“It looks like some kind of lever, sir,” the guard suggested.

“Yes, it does, doesn’t it.” Grady smiled as he grabbed it and turned it. He looked back at the secret door as he did so and hooted as the lock clicked and the door sprung open on a hidden catch.

“Well, I’ll be – “ Range said.

Grady wanted to go first, but this was Range’s field of expertise and it was his operation. He nodded to him and the man immediately understood.

“You two, with me, we go in, you follow,” he indicated the next two and Grady.

As Range entered the two guards right behind him, Grady took up the next position with two guards behind him. He spoke to the other guards.

“Get back out there. Keep in two’s, fan out and cover elevators and stairs. Do the same on all levels. You two - secure Kildark’s office make sure no-one and I mean ‘NO-ONE’ gets to Kildark.” He waited until he saw the confirmation nods from everyone and as the room emptied out he moved into the doorway and followed the sounds of the others.

Grady was amazed. As they went through the corridor, there were rooms and access areas that led to all parts of the AW Command structure. It was as if the place was an alternative set-up to the one outside. It was eerily empty with little evidence of any habitation of any kind. It must have been here from the beginning, he thought.

He heard Range order them all forward. There was something up ahead.

Grady entered a large room, lit with standard lighting and with a bank of computers, some of which were active. This was where the traitor had been operating from.

Range looked across at him. “No wonder we couldn’t pin them down, It’s like a whole alternative AW Command in here.”

A noise further down the corridor caught their attention. 

Grady got there first, his blaster up front. He flipped the laser targeting and quartered the room looking for the source of the sound. There was someone there. A shot pulsed and the wall next to him spat molten metal and rock. He looked back to ensure he had cover then moved further in using a metal cabinet as a shield until he could get a better look. As he tried to get a glimpse of who was there another bolt singed his cheek as it melted the corner of the cabinet protecting him.

When he finally managed to look around he immediately recognised someone he really didn't expect to see, which caused him to instinctively drop his guard and his gun hand in surprise. Another blast caught the edge of his shoulder making the tunic burn. He patted it out while taking cover again.

“Director ?” he called out. “It’s time to call it a day and come out. The Core aren’t coming for you and the Alliance have control of the skies.” He heard a scurrying and realising their quarry was escaping Grady rolled out and behind a unit ready to take another shot, but he had no time to bring his blaster back up, as Range followed him in and shot Preston in the arm with a needle beam forcing him to drop his weapon. It clattered to the floor as the director cried out in pain.

The man looked dishevelled as though he’d been sleeping rough and Grady wondered how long he’d been hiding in here. Since before the whole thing started ? If so this plan had been a long time in the making.

His initial surprise was subsiding as he walked forward to pick up the small weapon  Preston had held. It was a very thin laser, hardly big enough to lead a gunfight with, he thought. Without thinking he grabbed hold of Preston to question him.

“How did you know of this place and who are you working for ?” he demanded.

“I think we know the how and the who,” Range bellowed. “All we need to know now is the why ?” He pulled Preston from Range’s grasp and threw him towards one of his men, effectively taking back control of the situation. He looked at Grady calmly and spoke for the benefit of the two guards holding the director.

“Take this man to the Brig, we’ll let him stew a bit while we investigate this place a little more thoroughly,” Range ordered.

“Grady, you’d better get over to the old man and give him the good news. I’ll take it from here and see you in Kildark’s office in thirty minutes,” Range instructed.

Just like that, Grady had been downgraded to a junior position. The new security director had the bit between his teeth and had solved the conspiracy and found the traitor. Grady smiled as he walked back the way they had come and by the time he got to the outside of Preston’s office he was chuckling. Range had found his feet and would do really well, he decided.

***

Instead of heading to Kildark’s office, Grady changed direction towards the elevator. He knew there was something else he needed to do. He had to square things if he could.

He made his way down to the cell area and entered just as they were putting Preston into the soundproof, transparent cage next to the Core officer, Fuego. She was trying to see who had been brought in, but the wall between the two cells was opaqued.

He ignored them and sat on a stool in the alcove in front of his ex-colleague and smiled at her as he activated the communication window. She was angry at him he could see, and for good reason, he thought to himself.

He looked at her a moment before speaking. She had aged and her face had sharpened in the years since they were an item. The Core will do that to you, squeeze the humanity out of you, turn you into a hostile unstoppable force that will rail road its way through your life. Before you know it you’ve lost your identity and with it your empathy, compassion and your link to the real world. He’d seen it so many times. He almost felt sorry for her, but knew she would skewer him in a second given half the chance.

“What do you want, Grady ? Come to let me out ? When you do I’ll kick your ass into the next universe if you cross my path, you know I will,” Fuego railed futily. She was angry and it was eating into her, but Grady wasn’t here to threaten or argue. He just wanted her to know.

“You should have left well alone, Anibel.” It was the first time in years that Grady had used her first name and it sounded strange to him. It obviously did to her as well as it made her snap out of her anger. She looked at him more closely. When had he used that same tone before, used her first name...... he could see her mind clicking into gear as memories surfaced.

“What’s changed ?” she asked suspiciously.

“Everything,” he answered honestly. “It has taken a long time, but you remember the interrogations we had back in the day when you tried to convince yourself that I was the enemy and we kept coming back to the same question... what if... ?” he asked.

“Yes, but I was just trying to trap you into admitting you were with that heathen cult,” she spat at him, the anger returning as she reverted to her fear of what he represented.

“Well, that ‘what if’ just happened and it’s going to change everything,” Grady replied calmly.

“Excuse me if I don’t believe your stupid dogma, I’m not in the mood for any hypothetical discussion with a Dissie Core traitor and spy,” she answered. Leaning back she turned her face away and Grady observed the tic of the pulse in her neck. It was fast, she was frightened at what he’d said.

“I’m not hypothesizing, Fuego, I’m telling you it’s happened, there is a Dispersal planet out there in the Archon sector and the Core is trying to cover it up. That’s why you were sent in. We already uncovered the plot between the Core and one of the directors of AWA. Director Preston is in custody in the next cell. Look !” As he said it Grady spun a dial and increased the transparency between the two cells and Fuego, already looking in that direction gasped as she saw the director leaning back in his bunk, a resigned look on his face.

“I know him, he was the – , “ she stopped herself as she realised she was giving too much away. Turning back to face him her look hardened to the normal Fuego. Grady knew she wouldn’t budge again, or listen. As he turned to go she couldn’t resist a parting shot.

“You’re way too late Grady, you and your friends. There’s going to be a war and the Core is going to win.”

Grady looked at her in disappointment. “I’ll advise Range that we no longer need to hold you. You will be returned to the Flag if it’s still in system, otherwise you will be dropped off at the space terminal.” He walked out the door and turned to make his way to the AW Command entrance. He was done here.

Range and another guard were waiting for him. His look told Grady everything. 

“You were listening ?” It was more of a statement than a question.

Range nodded. “We already had word that you were possibly a sleeper agent while you were on Archon. It came in response to enquiries at a higher level. You pissed off a lot of people, Grady.” He moved and the guard moved with him.

Grady relaxed his body. He wasn’t going to allow himself to be taken in today. His stance changed imperceptibly as he prepared to fight his way out. It wasn’t lost on Range, who hesitated before signalling to the guard to hold back a moment.

“I’m supposed to arrest you for consorting with the enemy, piracy of a naval vessel, abducting a Core crew, firing on allied ships, destruction of a Core battleship and the murder of its crew as well as espionage and sedition through being a member of a banned cult,” Range advised him formally.

“and...” Grady asked, concerned at the speed with which his involvement had been assessed. He was nonetheless unsurprised at the outcome.

“...and nothing ! Kildark has instructed me that your credit’s still good with him, but that you have to leave, and quickly, before the warrants are publicly announced. You will be public enemy number one, especially as they need to divert attention from the Core’s involvement in the attack on the AWC. It would be better if you go quietly, anything else right now is going to bring a ton of trouble down on the AWC,” Range advised.

Grady sighed, then nodded and they moved off together. The guard fell in behind.

They walked the length of AW Command in silence while Grady absorbed the news. The other guard was holding back partly to give them privacy, but also to watch for any threat response from him. Range was being careful, he decided.

The newly constructed door out of AW Command was being held open for them by two guards. Both were serious looking individuals, but Grady’s impression was that they weren’t hostile. He nodded to them as they walked through and received a curt, almost invisible response. Word had obviously spread, probably as a result of Range preparing his team for a potential break-out by Grady.

The Citrix had been landed and was just beyond the fighters, within easy reach, but Range took his arm and turned him away from it and towards him.

“The ship is AWA property, you can’t... I’m sorry, it’s been locked down and the AI has been wiped on Kildark’s orders. He doesn’t want anyone from internal security sniffing around your ship for answers,” he said the regret evident in his voice. “Sorry, I know you liked that AI, but it was a risk you didn’t need right now, understood ?”

Grady was disappointed. “That was a fast response. How do I get off the station without a ship ?”

Range indicated across the landing basin. “You need to get across to the space terminal. Passage has been arranged.”

Grady looked at the distant buildings, it would be a dicey half-hour walk. There were plenty of snipers still out there. He wondered if this was a high-level plan to take him out and close the book on the whole issue of his involvement. Kildark wouldn’t have allowed that. He must be under orders from above. 

Range had more to say, but Grady wasn’t really listening. His comm was buzzing, but there was no-one there. He turned back to Range. 

“I’m... I’m sorry Grady, you deserve better, but AWA’s position is extremely fragile. In light of the attack we need to appease the witch-hunters and your involvement with the DIA on top of Preston and the Core... Well ! Let’s just say that cleaning house is essential to move forward with the Alliance on our side.”

“It’s okay, Range. You did your job well and I’m proud of your achievements. You will do OK. Protect the AWA and Kildark and tell Shrilla, no hard feelings,” Grady replied and began to walk towards the terminal. He diverted slightly to take temporary cover via the fighters and the Citrix. If they were waiting for a clear shot he wasn’t going to make it easy on them.


Chapter Thirty-One

Kildark’s Office

“We have things to discuss while Mr Grady is busy,” Kildark gestured while still smiling, for Shrilla to resume her seat.

“What ?” Shrilla was confused, but equally uneasy about continuing to work with her partner.

“I know you two have only been working together for a short while, but your report sent in via the Citrix indicated you have serious reservations about your new partner. I’d like to know more about what you mean by that,” Kildark explained.

Shrilla was inexplicably nervous. She had simply said there were unanswered questions about Grady and his past that she felt needed clarification. At the time she hadn’t cared about exposing Grady, but now ? Now, she suddenly wasn’t sure she could go through with it.

“I just think his history before joining AWA and prior to his enlistment in the Core navy might be enlightening in that he’s a complicated man and very adept in a wide variety of situations,” she prevaricated temporarily while she gathered her thoughts. “I wasn’t aware we were partners in anything other than this last mission and I wasn’t planning on joining him on any in the future unless you had other plans for me,” Shrilla dissembled. Still not wanting to break her promise to Grady she was nonetheless finding it hard to justify her position.

“Well, nevertheless, there are aspects to Philus Grady that you don’t know and on reflection and viewing his records, neither do we – “

“Sir, I didn’t mean to – “ Shrilla interjected, trying to forestall what she thought was coming.

“Well, whatever you meant to happen, the issue of precisely who or what Mr Grady represents is suddenly of great interest to us. Especially in light of the fracas with the Core lieutenant and her subsequent detention. An act, I might add, that has caused considerable fallout and additional fatalities on both ours and the Core navy’s side. I’m not disputing the correctness of Grady’s actions, but now would like to better understand the reasoning behind it. I also think you know more about this than you’re reporting. Need I remind you that your loyalty to the Alliance supersedes any feelings you might have for anyone here - including Mr Range ?”

“You.. you know about Range and me ?” Shrilla was aghast. They’d kept it so low key.

“Of course, Kelly here keeps a close eye on everything. It’s just a shame that while concentrating on smaller potential security risks that we collectively failed to find the big one that tripped us up. However, I feel sure that Grady and Range are getting to the bottom of that one even as we speak. So, let’s have it Ms Beyeur, what concerns do you have about our number one agent ?”

So Shrilla explained the incident on the beach on Archon-5 and subsequent meetings with Dalt and the Dramatus that left Grady deeply embroiled in the banned cult, leaving her confused, betrayed and concerned for the man she actually respected. As she was winding down her explanation she saw Kelly out the corner of her eye getting agitated.

“Sir, I think you really need to see this,” Kelly interjected apologising with his eyes at Shrilla. He moved around so that he could run some commands from Kildark’s desk and the screen on the wall instantly switched to showing the inside of the cell-block. Grady was just sitting down in front of Lieutenant Fuego’s cell. They heard the scrape of the chair on the floor and Kelly quickly optimised the sound level.

As the interview unfolded on the screen Kildark picked up his phone and explained the situation briefly to Range and told him what he wanted.

When it was over the two of them sat for a few moments absorbing the new information while Kelly confirmed orders to others in AW Command. 

Kildark sighed. and leaned back in his chair.

“Well, that explains a lot, but doesn’t help me I’m afraid. Firstly, Shrilla, I’m sorry, but Grady is out of here because he won’t be safe and nor will we while he remains under our roof. I must also tell you that the AWA has known about the Dispersalists and have worked closely with them on many an occasion to protect the mutants and clones. Frankly, without their help we would not have been able to protect a good 80% of the worlds we have intervened in. They are a necessary complication in our undercover operations.”

“Then why did you want me to tell you all that ? I don’t understand.” Shrilla didn’t yet, but was beginning to have suspicions.

“Because I needed to know what you knew, and what you only suspected. Call it an exercise in damage limitation. Grady has been an outstanding asset, but now his use to us is over.” He was thinking at the same time as explaining and stood up to pace the floor while Kelly was keeping up with what was occurring outside the office.

“I’m not keen on feeding him to the wolves, but I have to protect us from being closed down by our enemies. Range has been ordered to escort Grady to the door. If he can make it to the terminal he stands a good chance of getting off-station and to safety,” Kildark finished.

“You mean he’s going to have to cross the landing zone on foot ? What’s wrong with him having the Citrix ?” Shrilla rounded on them both keeping both Kelly and Kildark in view.

“Err’m !” Kildark had the dignity to look embarrassed. “The Citrix is an AWA vessel. If it’s seen leaving with Grady on, then the Core will destroy it and continue to engage our fleet, besides we just had the AI remotely wiped, it won’t fly yet.” 

He tried to explain. “Look ! I’m under strict orders to try and defuse the situation without compromising AWA assets. Grady is the only one I can afford to lose, but the DIA will take care of him, they always do,” Kildark explained.

“I don’t think they can this time.” Shrilla got up and flew out the door.

She had no idea what she was doing. She had already told Grady she wouldn’t work with him, but that was before she realised that Kildark and the AWA were cosied up to the Dispersalistas. Hadn’t Grady hinted at that ? Now, they were hanging him out to dry after him saving their skins. It wasn’t right and as Shrilla realised that she was going to help him, she also realised she might already be too late.

***

A light winked at him, just the reflection off the fighter, he thought, but it still drew Grady’s attention. The tail had cameras embedded and he swore they were following him as he walked past the back of the ship. As he drew near the cockpit, the hatch flipped and the side dropped down towards him. His comms buzzed again, this time he heard the voice.

“Get aboard, Grady,” RAFA’s voice said in his ear.

He stepped into the cavity and sat, pulling the helmet from its position. He looked back as the cockpit rose to enclose him and could see the puzzled look on the guards faces as he was pulled into the fighter’s innards. Range hadn’t seen him yet, he was looking at something in the distance.

RAFA’s voice rumbled through the headset.

“I’m instructed to provide you with immediate transportation off the station. You should be aware that the Core ships on the landing pad are as I speak looking for you. I analyse your potential of surviving the walk to the terminal at less than 13%. Your survival via me in the next two minutes computes out at 73%. Are we good to go ?”

“Who ?... Yes, um ! Thanks, RAFA. Take us out of here, you have control. I’m not sure where we’re going to go yet, but I have an idea it's probably already decided.”

Grady’s comms buzzed.

“I don’t know how you worked that exit strategy, Grady, but I’m awfully glad you did. I just heard from our people that the Core have been instructed to remove you from the station and deliver you ‘dead or alive’ to the Flag.” Range’s voice crackled in his ear.

Grady smiled grimly. He’d had suspicions that Range might have been aware of that already, but obviously he was mistaken. Meanwhile someone was watching over him - again ! He thought of Dalt and wondered where he was right now. He remembered something and keyed his microphone to answer.

“Range, I meant to tell you that you can release Fuego. Her detention is no longer necessary,” he replied.

“Oh that ! Sorry Grady, that’s out of your hands now. She won’t be released until she makes a full statement of her involvement. That will probably include a full resume of her history with you. It’s part of the case we’re building against the Core. It won’t stop anything happening, but will document the reasons why it all kicked off,” Range replied.

“I see, well, thanks for the heads-up on the Core. I’ll be seeing you sometime, Range.” Grady signed off before any further communication could take place. The fighter was nosing up on its thrusters preparing to move into an exit stream that would take them off-station and he needed to keep his wits about him in case of a direct attack.

“RAFA, are we being targeted by those Core ships ?” Grady enquired.

“Yes, but I’m handshaking with their AI’s and we’re good to go. No problems are expected, but you should hold on tight. We’re going to have to get past the orbiting fleets who aren’t quite so obliging, or controllable,” the AI responded confidently.

“You’re what ?.. ‘handshaking’ the Core ships’ AI’s ? ... What does that mean in my speak ?” he asked, then realised something that he should have checked before.

“RAFA, where did your AI system originate ?” he questioned.

“That’s classified information subject to security authentication, level Xon4,” the AI responded clinically.

Grady pondered that. He knew all the Core codes and Xon4 wasn’t a normal Core security setting, nor was it Alliance. He had his suspicions, but now he needed to wait. They were picking up speed and taking evasive action which meant targeting was up and they had to run a wall of potential death before they could do anything about making for a destination.

As expected the Core battleship, Flag, was being suppressed by the Alliance fleet, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t send out a fighter wing. Freedom must have given permission because there were three fighters on an interception course with them. He could see from the grid they were still a few minutes out.

“RAFA, are you permitted to fire on them if they target us ?” Grady asked.

“This ship is equipped with an SES, Superior Evasion System. However, to answer your question, if it becomes necessary I am capable of shooting to defend this vessel and its crew.” The AI sounded confident. Grady had heard it before and wasn’t so sure, but the AI had disabled the ground ships by some means he was unaware of. They hadn’t fired on the errant fighter despite ample opportunity to do so. 

His suspicions were renewed by the ship AI’s wording of ‘capable’ which didn’t imply it was preparing to do so. He was missing something important as he thought back to the Xon4 security. 

He thought he knew why it was possible for RAFA to disable their targeting systems, but to be certain he would have to make a leap of faith. If he declared himself onboard a Core military vessel, even one protecting him, the AI’s protocols might be forced to view him as an enemy combatant and surrender him to Core authorities, which in this instance would be the Flag.

“How much time do we have before enemy contact ?” he asked.

“Currently, two minutes and forty seconds until Core wing are in missile range,” the AI responded.

“Can we outrun them ?”

“Negative.” 

Grady had no choice. He needed to make the leap. There was a specific reason this fighter had been made available to him at this precise moment and he needed to know why. His survival depended on it. Even under manual control he wouldn’t be able to take on three fighters single-handedly. Either he was in a sophisticated trap or there was a way out.

“RAFA, standby for command over-ride,” Grady committed himself.

“Over-ride requires verification. Standing by,” the AI responded.

Grady licked his lips nervously. The fighters were still a minute or two out, but he needed to know that he was where he should be and that required data. He needed to know about Xon4.

“This is DIA Senior Agent Philus Grady, Authorisation Delta-Zero-Knight-forty-four-Amber-six-four-two. 

Standby for security code Xon4”

Grady waited, the AI remained silent and the fighters were now only seconds away from contact.

“Authorise code Xon4 : Alpha-Alpha-Eight-Eight-Four, Cobalt-Beta-four-nine-zero-two, Zeta-Beta-Nine-Nine-Three-Zero. End.”

With no response from the AI, Grady wondered if he had misjudged the situation entirely. Had he ?

As the AI continued its silence, it evaded the initial interception by the leading fighter. The other two had attempted to lock onto their tail jets, but the lock slipped away. Grady could feel the inertial pull of RAFA’s defensive manoeuvring and wondered how long they could evade the other fighters before one got a full lock on and fired their missiles.

“RAFA ? You there ?” Grady asked wondering why the AI was remaining silent. Their evasive flight path and RAFA’s silence continued for a further two minutes, by which time Grady was beginning to panic.

“Agent Grady, you are authorised by the Quorum to respond as necessary to any enemy ships in the vicinity that may intend for your escape to be neutralised. This ship is armed with two sets of defensive weapon systems that aren’t on the blueprints, your AI will now utilise them to enable your escape. The ship is now yours to command. Respond on this frequency when you are clear of all threats. Authorisation Delta-Nine-Nine-Nine, Vargo out.”

Grady was stunned, but knew they were out of time.

“RAFA, use all available defence options to neutralise the attack on this ship as per authorisation Delta-Nine-Nine-Nine,” Grady ordered.

“Affirmative, Grady, bringing Hofflyte Zero field on-line, prepare for system blackout in three-two-one.” 

The screens went dark, no internal lights or dials showed. To all intents Grady was in a black container with no power, and no view of the outside. Were the attacking ships firing, had they locked onto them ? What was going on ?

Grady pulled at levers, forced the stick to respond to his hand movements, he called to the AI and nothing responded, except for the blinking red light. 

What the... ? a red light was blinking, getting faster. 

In the absence of anything else visible, Grady’s eyes were glued to the light as it flashed at an increasing and impressive speed. As it became steady, a humming noise started up behind and beneath him and numerous relays clicked into positive and the HUD lit up. The screens around him blinded him as they resumed operation.

RAFA’s voice came over the comms, “Hofflyte field deployed, We’re clear of threats and current heading is into deep space. Are you ready to take over, Agent Grady ?”

“What the fuck is a Hofflyte field, RAFA ?”

“A Hofflyte field is a time dilation field that emits a magnetic pulse similar to an EMP but isn’t permanent. The effect creates a temporary warp in local space slowing down time within its influence to varying degrees, not less than five-to-one and not more than eight-to-one depending on intensity of emission. We closed down our systems so as not to be affected while we breached the edge of the field’s effect while exiting its influence. The fighters within the field will take between five and eight minutes to proceed through it whereupon normal time will resume. Anything flying into that zone will also be affected in the same way. In eight minutes the field will have completely dissipated and normal space|time will resume.

“Wow ! Never heard of anything like that. When did we get so clever ?” Grady was impressed.

“I understand that information on that is held at a higher access level,” responded the AI.

Grady decided to ask the burning question that would answer much of what he needed to know 

“Where were you initialised, RAFA ?” he asked quietly.

“I was premeditated on Exodus, Grady. As are all AI’s that are used within the Core fighter squadrons. I have two persona’s, the first you can access without authorisation as you have been doing, the other, the Exodent ‘me’ is available to you only after authorisation and verification directly with Exodus.”

“That was the delay before the Quorum responded,” Grady surmised.

“Correct, I have immediate access in such instances, to authenticate directly with the elders and validate, in this case, your identity.”

“So, what exactly are you, RAFA ?” Grady asked.

“I’m a fifth element AI, one of the latest designs. My function is whatever is required by the Core navy, unless it brings me in direct contravention of my Exodent programming,” the AI answered truthfully.

“And that Exodus programming requires that you do what ?” Grady was sure he knew the answer.

“In the event my instructions from the Core pilot contravene my Exodent programming I’m required to malfunction or self destruct.”

“Wow !” Grady said again. “No half measures then.” 

“No, my instructions are clear. When you activated Xon4, I was updated with new imperatives and am now yours to command, Grady, speaking of which I require a destination,” the AI responded.

Grady thought for a moment. He couldn’t go anywhere until he understood the full nature of the warrant out for his person. ‘Dead or alive’ meant he needed a hideaway. He typed in a location’s coordinates and added a left arrow and ‘-d’ command instructing the AI to head for that location, then delete the instruction when complete. It would provide some insurance if the fighter was ever retrieved.

“Admirable prudence, Grady,” the AI observed the delete command. “Proceeding to location at maximum acceleration. We require fourteen hours of travel which is well within my capabilities.”

It was simple. He was blown as a secret agent just when the need for him on Archon-5, Ektepoi, was at its highest. How could he serve the DIA from here. There was no way the Core was going to let him anywhere near the planet. They would blast him out of the ether on sight.

RAFA cut in to his thoughts.

“I need to remind you that you have to call in to your superiors. I have a link ready when you are,” the AI said.

“Ah, yes. Let me think about things a little more, then we’ll get onto it,” Grady replied reluctantly, he was not yet recovered from the activities of the last day. He needed to sort a few things out in his head.

“RAFA, what’s going to happen to you, do I need to get you back to the Dramatus somehow ? And there’s the fighter by the landing pad. If the Flag thinks all the Dramatus fighters are equipped with this ‘Hofflyte field’ then they will want it - badly,” he asked.

“Yes, you raise a good point there, Grady. The comms are busy with encrypted traffic between the Flag and the ground support ships. I suspect they are thinking much the same.”

“Get Kildark on the comms visual,” Grady ordered.

The screen lit up with the AWA logo and it was long seconds before Kildark appeared on the screen.

“You’re pushing your luck, Agent Grady. I thought Range made it clear that you were to get off-world, but I didn’t expect you to steal a Core ship to do it. You need to drop it off somewhere before all hell breaks loose. As far as they are concerned you still work for me and I can’t sort this mess out as something weird is going on outside the station’s access zone.”

“That weird shit is my fault, I’m sorry, but I need you to do something that’s imperative to the Alliance and AW Command. You need to destroy the other fighter that’s sat outside the entrance. They are going to come in big and heavy very soon to capture it and they mustn’t get hold of the ship whatever it costs. There’s – “

“I hate to interrupt you Grady, but there’s no point. Shrilla took off in the ship shortly after you left... the last message we had from her said she had unfinished business and needed to return the fighter to the Dramatus,” Kildark replied.

Grady killed the connection. Shrilla took the other fighter ? She has no idea the danger she is in, he thought.

“RAFA, try and connect with the other fighter. Attempt to establish Shrilla’s whereabouts and intentions,” Grady ordered the AI.

He went back to dwelling on his problem. If he was blown as a secret ‘sleeper agent’ then he would be recalled to the DIA on Exodus for reassignment. He couldn’t imagine going back into the heavy doctrine of living and working under the leash of the Quorum, but there was no alternative. He would have to see what they offered him when he got back there. He presumed he would be recalled shortly and debriefed over the next few months. He thought of Dalt and wondered if there were positions open to him that would put him out there alongside him. His options were limited. 

It was time, he decided.

“RAFA, connect me with the Quorum,” Grady requested.

He turned to the comms screen as he saw the DIA logo appear. It blinked as the call was encrypted at either end, then cleared down to show the image of one man. His immediate superior and not a man to dally with.

“Honorific Elder Vargo, I see you,” he offered the official salutation. The words hadn’t come from his lips for many years now and they seemed strange to him, surreal.

“Honoured Son, I see you, and welcome back to the fold. It has been some time since we spoke, but I have followed your progress with interest.” He smiled kindly. 

Grady was still the dutiful son and therefore showed humility and respect. That’s how it worked, it was a settlement of a negotiating position between them. The spiritual leader and the acolyte.

“I regret my use to you has been curtailed due to my recent actions. I deeply apologise if this reduces my worth in progress of our goals.”

“Not at all, my son. Your progress has been exemplary and your ability to maintain secrecy has been, barring one setback, perfectly in tune with your status. The discovery you made has changed things dramatically. I believe secrecy is no longer our objective, but speed and endeavour is of the utmost if we are to hold the initiative that your actions have placed in our favour.

“Tell me of your visit to the planet Archon-5 and your discovery of the native species. I need to know everything, your observations and personal opinions matter, so hold nothing back. Your encounter is the first and we need to document it in great detail. This connection is good for what we need, so let us begin.”

Grady went into detail from the moment he and Shrilla arrived in the Archon system to the escape from the system with the help of Dalt and the Angels. When he got to the point where they were retrieved by the Dramatus and taken to Fording Station, Vargo waved for him to stop. Smiling.

“It is as we thought, an opportunity to discover if this human species is originated from the Dispersal. Your thoughts and recollections are excellently reproduced and it is the view of the Quorum, that you proceed on a new mission. One that will be more dangerous and crucially important to the cause of the Dispersal. We need unquestionable proof.

“You must return to the planet and attempt to uncover its history. In doing so you may well run the risk of execution by the indigents, or you may have to fight the corporations if they attempt to thwart your search. We have a defensive fleet surrounding the planet, but they will be at war with the Core within weeks, possibly days, and it may well take you that long to make headway. 

Should you fail I fear the corporations will destroy the planet to keep the discovery from getting out. 

We need proof beyond doubt and we need it now, or the Core and their corporation masters will overrun this Empire and we will be hunted to extinction. Our future and that of the Ektepoi are resting on your ability to uncover the truth. 

“Philus Grady. In this you must not fail.”

End of Book 1

Thank you for reading my novel. If you can spare the time I would love to receive a review. 

 

Book 2, EKTEPOI will shortly be available on all platforms. In the meantime, you can join me in my NEW private Facebook Chat Group for a one-to-one, or one-to-many chats about my stories etc., I would love to see you there :  Click the link - https: /  / web.facebook.com / groups / tobiasrootebooks / 
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