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The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our teeth, the iron in our blood, the carbon in our apple pies were made in the interiors of collapsing stars. We are made of starstuff.

- Carl Sagan, Cosmos

 

The night sky is only a sort of carbon paper,

Blueblack, with the much-poked periods of stars

Letting in the light, peephole after peephole—

A bonewhite light, like death, behind all things.

-Sylvia Plath, Collected Poems

 

Stars, hide your fires; Let not light see my black and deep desires.

-William Shakespeare, Macbeth


1 Relief of Sorrow

Resembling a radiant flower in the darkness of space, the luxury liner Tamaishi and her military escort had just entered the third quadrant of the Outer Reaches when the unexpected happened. Their astrogation charts indicated the next cloud of dark matter in the area was two days away at standard thrust, and the two starships wasted no time and immediately began a leisurely acceleration of one-gee. The zone they traveled into was hardly used by any faction and they did not expect an encounter, but nevertheless the crew of the USNS Memnon remained ever watchful as the heavy cruiser led the way.

Inside one of the luxury staterooms of the Tamaishi, two humans stared out past the large windows and observed the glowing petal-shaped plasma radiators near the aft part of the ship. The one closest to the window was a girl of near sixteen standard years, and the other a tall, wiry woman with dark curly hair and light brown skin.

The teenage girl turned and smiled with an innate curiosity at the older one. “Why do they glow like that?”

“Our ship generates heat when the fusion drive is turned on, and from our own bodies,” Dr. Dhara Hayer said. “In space, heat doesn’t dissipate by itself—it must be cooled via those radiators, Maeve.”

Maeve Lindros turned her attention back to the radiators, her shoulder-length auburn hair giving off a bright reflective sheen from the illumination of the external lights along the outer hull of the ship. “It looks so magical.”

“They glow because of the tremendous heat being discharged. The energy this ship generates is almost as powerful as a small star’s.”

“If we generate as much heat as a star, how do we control it?”

“The plasma is held together by magnetic fields made of small dust particles,” Dhara said. “And we can shape these fields into many different forms. I guess the designers of this ship wanted to add a touch of aesthetics, and they shaped the radiators like flower petals.”

“So the exhaust heat energizes the dust and that’s why they glow?”

Dhara grinned while placing a hand on the younger girl’s shoulder. “Yes, exactly.”

Maeve turned and looked at her once more. “Will we get to see some real flowers when we arrive on Earth?”

Dhara stared deeply into the teenage girl’s violet eyes. Maeve was always polite and obedient, and Dhara regretted having to do all those tests on her since the day she was born. It was Dhara’s own guilt that drove her into volunteering to help bring Maeve back to the Science Institute’s headquarters on Earth, and she feared the decision would haunt her until she died.

She placed her hand on the girl’s delicate chin. “Yes, I promise to take you to a real live terrestrial garden when we get there. No more holograms.”

Maeve started to giggle as she reached out and hugged her. “I’d love to see all the plants and animals of Earth. I also want to stare up at the blue sky; it would be so wonderful to see them all for real this time.”

Dhara wrapped her own arms around the girl’s shoulders while trying not to cry. She knew her directives, and Maeve would have to be turned over to the next research team when they arrived on the planet. It would be the last time they would ever see each other. How she hated having to lie to the girl, and her conscience was eating at her.

The sudden howling of the alarm startled them both. The succeeding voice blaring from the ship’s intercom system clearly belonged to the captain. “Attention passengers, please prepare for high-gee accelerations. Please make sure you are restrained safely and stay within your cabins and staterooms. Ship’s gravity will cease in one minute.”

Gathering up her courage, Dhara led Maeve over to the acceleration couches. “Go ahead, sit down and I’ll help you buckle up.”

Maeve was wild-eyed as Dhara secured the gravity restraints over her torso. “What is it? What’s happening?”

“It’s okay, everything’s going to be fine,” Dhara said tersely while reaching up and taking a helmet from the emergency storage closet. “Tilt your head forward.”

Maeve did as she was told. Dhara placed the helmet on the girl’s head and engaged the adjustable neck seal to make sure she could breathe in the event of a hull breach and subsequent loss of atmosphere. Taking a pair of pressurized gloves from the same emergency closet, Dhara gave them to the girl. Maeve didn’t need additional instructions as she dutifully put them on while Dhara started donning her own helmet and gloves. The flexible jumpsuits they wore would protect their bodies from the hard vacuum of space using mechanical counterpressure, so they needed to make sure their extremities would be equally safe.

Within seconds, the ship’s cylindrical outer hull had stopped spinning before compressing onto itself, and Dhara now floated in front of the girl, her feet departing from the ground the moment the ship’s gravity ceased. As the section they were in began to imbed itself deeper into the Tamaishi’s superstructure, the once transparent windows were quickly shuttered, with only the interior cabin lights now illuminating the suite.

The terror in Maeve’s eyes was evident. “What’s going to happen now?”

Dhara tapped the girl’s helmet and smiled to put her at ease. “Stay calm, everything will be alright.”

The sudden delta-V surge nearly caused Dhara to crash into her ward, but she was able to grab a nearby handhold that prevented her from being violently thrust sideways on the second, more forceful gravity pull. It was clear the Tamaishi was close to full acceleration now, and she guessed the whole thing was being caused by something they’d encountered.

She needed to get to the bridge and find out exactly what was happening. Using the nearby bulkhead as a jumping-off point, Dhara used her legs to thrust forward while aiming her shoulders towards the door. The moment she got in front of the entryway, Dhara turned and gave a thumbs-up sign to her fidgety charge. “Maeve, I need to talk to the captain. Please stay here for now, okay?”

Maeve’s eyebrows shot up. She tried to undo her restraints, but Dhara had locked them down using her com-link override. “Dhara, please don’t leave me here alone! Please!”

Dhara raised her voice to make sure Maeve understood it was an order. “Maeve, I said stay there. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

Maeve whimpered before looking away. She always did this every time one of their tests at the research outpost became too painful for her to stoically endure. The teenage girl closed her eyes, hoping the terror would soon pass.

Resisting the urge to drift back into the cabin interior and comfort her, Dhara activated her remote override once more to open the door of the suite instead. Using her hands to push herself into the corridor, Dhara sealed the door behind her before she thrust herself into the space in between the passageway.

The artificial intelligence implant at the back of her skull had a backdoor override with the highest command priority, and it even gave Dhara enough authority to take control of the entire ship if need be, though she had no skills or experience when it came to commanding such a vessel. Despite all the emergency bulkheads being closed in front of her, Dhara effortlessly opened them up again as she steadily made her way towards the bridge.

 

Captain Hector Udeze sat in the center of the Tamaishi’s control room, surrounded by a dozen nervous crewmen looking at their personal consoles. He turned his head in surprise when the once sealed access doors suddenly opened, and Dhara floated into the vessel’s command and control room.

The ship’s first officer, Karoly Barko, started to undo the restraints in his chair. He wanted to throw this unknown intruder out. “How did you get in here? You are not allowed!”

Udeze held up a restraining hand to the vessel’s second-in-command. “Easy, Barko,” he said before turning to face Dhara. “You were told to stay in your quarters. As of right now you are making my job much harder, Doctor.”

Using her arms to push off, Dhara slowly made her way towards him. “Since I’m the reason for this trip, I need to know what’s happening here.”

The captain sighed as he tapped the buttons on his command console, allowing network access to her AI implant. The smartglass in Dhara’s helmet visor gave her a virtual view of the Tamaishi’s sensor readings and tactical displays.

“The Memnon alerted us just a few minutes ago,” Udeze said. “They got a contact.”

Dhara was stunned. She switched her com-link status to personal so only the captain would hear her words. “A contact? Out here? That’s impossible!”

Udeze angrily shifted the display on his personal console so Dhara could see it for herself. Sure enough, a red blip was showing on the three-dimensional tactical map, indicating another ship of some kind was in the area. “She appeared almost out of nowhere, as if the vessel was waiting for us to get into the area in between the shadow zones of this system. We first spotted her heat signature when she suddenly fired up her fusion engines and engaged radiators.”

Dhara bit her lip. The unknown ship must have jumped into the system using her tesseract drive, a faster-than-light engine using dark energy to jump from one dark matter field into another. Because of this peculiar characteristic, the t-drive could only be used within areas of dark matter, marking these places as natural highways in deep space. Ships regularly traveled across the stars using the t-drive, and would end up in each system’s dark matter clouds before using conventional fusion drives for traveling to and from the nearby planets.

The two blue dots on the holographic map indicated their own ships, with the Memnon just slightly ahead of the Tamaishi. The red blip continued to close in, and she would soon be in battle range. Dhara knew the ship she was traveling in was a civilian liner, and would have no chance against a warship. The Memnon, on the other hand, was a heavy cruiser, able to overcome any other class of military spacecraft with the exception of the all-powerful, but ultimately rare, battleships.

Udeze sensed what she was thinking. “She’s not returning our hails. If she’s a pirate ship, she’s moving too fast to be a battleship—she’s gotta be a destroyer or corvette class.”

“I’ve never heard of pirates having a battleship anyway,” Dhara said. “Nobody except the Concordance and the Union could even afford to deploy such giant ships since—”

Her words were interrupted when the ship commander of the Memnon began shouting over the com-link. “I think we’ve identified the unknown contact; she’s the Nepenthe!”

The entire crew of the Tamaishi seemed to gasp in unison. Dhara was unfamiliar with such a ship, and she quickly activated her AI’s learning mode to see what she could glean about her. When the information she sought began to process itself on her helmet display, she drew in a deep breath.

It wasn’t just any pirate vessel. The Nepenthe was the most dreaded marauder of them all. Both the Concordance and the Union had branded the ship and her crew as outlaws, but the Nepenthe had evaded destruction for over two decades, ever since she had burst onto the news when she successfully raided and nearly destroyed the Union colony world of Sparta. Despite being actively hunted by the major factions of the galaxy, this dreaded pirate ship continued her reign of terror without relenting.

Dhara could hardly believe all the incidents the Nepenthe was involved in. The raid on Tanhauser Gate. The plunder of Xin Sheng colony. The destruction of numerous warships sent against her, including the Union’s pride and former flagship, the Hyperion. Concordance intelligence even classified the Nepenthe as a pocket battleship, a design type no longer in common usage.

With trembling shoulders, Dhara accessed the characteristics of what a pocket battleship could do. It seemed the Nepenthe was classified as such due to her speed, defenses, and armament. Pocket battleships had the acceleration of heavy cruisers, yet could outclass the latter type when it came to a stand-up battle. The only possible ship class the Nepenthe might have trouble against was a true battleship, yet her defeat of the Hyperion was legendary in the annals of military history. The Union Star Force had standing orders to engage this dangerous vessel only when its warships were deployed in fleets, for the Nepenthe reigned supreme when it came to a one-on-one fight against anyone.

Dhara gulped. Their sole escort was the Memnon, and she was merely a heavy cruiser. Nevertheless, she figured their Union escort would at the very least do the pirate ship enough damage to enable the Tamaishi to escape. She turned to look at the captain. “How far away are we from the dark matter cloud we just came out of?”

Udeze typed in the calculations on his command console. “At standard thrust, three hours.”

Dhara did some mental calculations of her own. “So how long will it take for us to get back there at full thrust?”

Udeze gave her a shocked look. “That’s almost six-gees of acceleration! We’ll be lucky to be alive by the time we get there in forty-five minutes.”

Dhara looked around until she found a jumper seat along the sides of the room. Pushing off using the captain’s chair as leverage, she drifted over to the small accelerator couch and began to strap herself in. “Order the Memnon to engage the contact. Turn this ship around and head back towards the field we arrived in. Get us close to three-gee acceleration.”

“You’re crazy! Even if we get to the field before they catch us, we still need some time to power up the t-drive.”

“How much time?”

“An hour, at least.”

“We don’t need to jump far,” Dhara said. “We just need to get away from that ship.”

Udeze thought it was a foolhardy idea, but he knew she had command override, so he felt it best to reason with her. “Look, the minimum charge time for the t-drive is fifteen minutes once we get inside the field, but even then we’d be pushing it. We need to store some reserve power just in case we end up making a wrong jump.”

“I’d rather jump into the unknown than be helpless.”

“The Memnon is pretty formidable,” Udeze said. “If the Nepenthe somehow defeats her then I suggest we surrender. From what I read on the news, these pirates will just take whatever booty they want but they’ll spare our lives.”

Dhara grimaced. “No. Don’t you get it yet? Nobody is supposed to know we’re out here, that’s why this route was chosen. The Nepenthe wants what I’m bringing along, and we can’t let it fall into their hands.”

“I don’t know what it is you Institute people are working on, nor do I want to know,” Udeze said tersely. “But I have a crew and two hundred other passengers on this liner, and their lives are my responsibility.”

Dhara narrowed her eyes. She didn’t want to pull rank on him, but now she had no choice. “The Institute paid for this entire voyage and even provided the escort ship. We only allowed those other passengers on this trip so you and your crew could make some extra cash on the side.”

Udeze threw his hands up. “What was I supposed to do? We had unused berths and you yourself approved of the extra passengers, Dr. Hayer. You even complimented my decision since it would obviously give you some cover for whatever shady business it is that you’re up to. Please, I’m asking you to think of the lives of others here.”

Dhara shook her head. “My mission is to get back to Earth at all costs. Now are you going to do what I ordered, or do I activate my override and let my AI run this ship?”

Udeze stared at her in silence for a short minute before he reactivated his crew com-link channel. “Pilot, chart a course back to our arrival field. Start at two-gee acceleration, then gradually increase thrust until we get close to three-gee.”

“Orders confirmed, Captain,” the chief pilot said before he began to alter course.

“Com Officer, get me a private channel with the Memnon,” Udeze said softly.

“Com-link to Memnon ready, sir,” the communications officer said.

Udeze knew Dhara was listening in, so it was useless to lie. “Memnon, Institute Actual requests you engage enemy contact. We will retreat back towards arrival area and attempt to make a quick jump out of system. Please acknowledge, over.”

The Memnon’s commanding officer was quickly heard over the channel. “Orders acknowledged. Accelerating to engage enemy ship. Will apprise you of the situation once it’s resolved, over.”

Dhara’s shoulders had started to dig deeper into the accelerator couch. The embedded flexi-gel along the surface of the chair did its best to alleviate some of the squeeze as the gradual increase in gravity became uncomfortable. It’s about to get really painful in a few minutes, she thought.

Sure enough, the weight on her chest seemed to double in a matter of seconds, as if an invisible elephant had decided to just sit on top of it. Despite the unrelenting pressure, Dhara remembered to breathe slowly, keeping her mind clear. The Tamaishi’s shipboard AI would automatically decelerate the vessel if the entire human crew were to lose consciousness, but it would only be as a last resort.

Keeping her eyes on the tactical readouts on her smartglass visor, Dhara could see the Memnon accelerating away as the Tamaishi turned around and began heading in the opposite direction. Strangely, the Nepenthe continued to barrel straight on towards the heavy cruiser escort, not even attempting an evasive maneuver.

In happier circumstances, Dhara would have snorted at the blundering way the pirate ship was going, but a tension headache was distracting her. The last time she had experienced a gravity surge was during emergency training more than two decades ago, and she hardly recalled it. Now the crushing pain was making it all too real again.

The two warships were getting close to battle range. The Memnon had begun a high flanking maneuver to orbit the pirate ship while facing her nose towards the enemy, all the while letting loose with her gauss cannons at the target. Powered by immensely powerful magnetic fields which acted as accelerators, the needle-shaped ordinances of each gauss cannon could reach their intended target in under four seconds at an extreme range of ten thousand klicks, making them the primary weapons of choice for long-range combat in space.

Dhara kept her focus on the tactical display, ignoring the squeezing pain on her chest and forehead. The Memnon must have fired multiple bursts already as she began to circle above the Nepenthe. She remembered having dinner with the heavy cruiser’s ship commander a few days ago when she and Maeve were invited as guests onboard the Memnon. Spacecraft Commander Oswald Jackson told them his Hoplite-class vessel had double the usual complement of laser batteries, and woe to any enemy ship that got too close to them.

Multiple laser banks are deadly at short range, but you have to get close first, she thought. Beam weapons were impractical at longer ranges due to diffraction, and the fact that they required ever larger radiators to vent off the excess heat they produced, despite the advantage of having a near instantaneous reach to target. Modern space combat relegated lasers to mostly point defense, in order to protect the ship against incoming missiles. Particle beams had proven to be even more inefficient due to thermal blooming, and were quickly discarded from general use.

Dhara watched in astonishment as the red blip on the display suddenly changed direction, turning at a high delta-V rate while she began to veer upwards, directly towards the Memnon. The gauss cannons fired unguided ordinance, which meant the Memnon’s first salvos would surely have been dodged by the Nepenthe. Dhara grimaced. Come on, fire again. Blast the damned pirate ship to hell and I’ll make sure you get promoted, Captain.

Both ships were now getting to optimal range, which meant that there would be very little time to maneuver against incoming fire from their gauss cannons. Warships had multiple layers of void spaced armor and impact gels with heat-absorbing nanites that could withstand staggering barrages of both solid ordinance and laser fire. Current tactics and fighting seemed to bear a close resemblance to the seagoing armored ship conflicts of Earth’s distant past. Whoever could dish out the most firepower while withstanding similar attacks would most likely win the conflict.

Dhara’s virtual display now offered glimpses of what the opposing ships actually looked like. The Memnon’s hull resembled a flattened lozenge, the plasma-dusted radiators along her sides making her look like a gigantic surfboard with glowing dragonfly-like wings. Opposing ships blasting away at the exposed radiator’s magnetic fields would be pointless, since their weapon barrages would pass right through the dust and the holes in the plasma would simply reform again.

Without warning, the readouts of the Memnon suddenly changed, and the holographic diagram of the heavy cruiser’s hull was riddled with red marks. Despite the force of gravity making any kind of talking difficult, Dhara heard Captain Udeze cursing on the com-link channel.

When the AI analysis of what had just happened began to flood her smartglass display, Dhara gave a short gasp when she realized the truth. The Nepenthe must have fired her gauss cannons well in advance before closing, and she made the flanking maneuver in order to set up a trap for the Memnon, leading the Union heavy cruiser to blunder right into her field of incoming fire.

Despite the seeming vastness of space, advanced combat AI systems could predict the eventual whereabouts of fighting ships by carefully plotting their acceleration, heading, and having a little luck. By following conventional tactics, the Memnon had become predictable, and the expert gunners of the Nepenthe discharged their main guns into several corridors of fire in anticipation of the Union heavy cruiser’s appearance in one of these kill zones. Time had proven the pirates right, and now the battle was decided.

Using mental command words, since her fingers were glued by gravity to the chair, Dhara quickly ordered her AI to predict possible outcomes. The conclusions did not sound promising. With moderate damage to her hull, the Memnon was now at a clear disadvantage. The Nepenthe could easily outmaneuver her while their escort tried to repair her fusion drive and damaged weapons. First blood in space warfare usually gave a decisive advantage.

Just as she had finished reading the final part of the analysis, the Memnon’s status changed once more. This time the readouts said that she had been impacted by a second barrage of gauss cannon fire along the length of her hull.

Dhara’s eyebrows shot up as the damage control report came up. The Memnon had suddenly lost main power, and was getting weaker by the second. The heavy cruiser’s vaunted laser batteries would not have any juice, and were now nothing more than multiple lines of useless crystal mirrors embedded in her hull. Without power for her fusion drive, their once mighty escort ship was now a sitting duck.

Despite the heavy damage done to the ship, Dhara did see a close-ranged barrage from one of the clusters of gauss cannons from the Memnon had scored a hit against the spike-shaped hull of the Nepenthe. Her rising hopes were quickly dashed however, when her AI further reported the damage to the pirate vessel was negligible.

Turning her attention back to their own ship, Dhara checked the Tamaishi’s course and heading on the tactical map. The battle taking place between the two warships had given the liner some distance, however it would hardly be enough.

Udeze’s voice came over the com-link once again. It was high pitched, almost pleading.”We … need to surrender.”

Dhara’s own voice was a croak, but it was enough to get the point across. “No.”

A few more muted gasps erupted from the crew when they saw the Nepenthe veer away from the stricken Memnon; it was now making an intercept course towards the liner. Defeat and capture would very well be a certainty.

The virtual map indicated they were thirty minutes away from the dark matter field. Dhara still kept her hopes up, and imagined a scene in which the crew would be congratulating each other as they made it out just in time. Even the chief pilot remained committed to an escape as he continually made minute changes to the Tamaishi’s course, dodging any potential gauss cannon fire from the pursuing Nepenthe.

Minutes ticked by. All they could do was wait for either the impact of the pirate guns on the Tamaishi’s hull, or the friendly chimes of their ship’s AI telling the crew that they had made it into the field of dark matter.

Despite the chilly air of the bridge, beads of sweat rolled down Dhara’s forehead as she kept her eye on the numbers of the tactical display, slowly counting down the distance between their ship and the sanctuary they were seeking. She could hear several of the crewmembers openly saying prayers to their respective antecessors. Come on, we can do this. Hurry up!

The moment the Tamaishi made it to the outskirts of the dark matter field, another type of alarm sounded. Scowling with uncertainty, Dhara wondered what it could possibly be. As her eyes focused on the display once more, she groaned in despair.

A new, smaller contact had suddenly appeared on their tactical maps, followed by three more. They were in close proximity, and there was no way the Tamaishi could avoid them. Dhara could hardly contain herself. “What … are they?”

Udeze’s voice was filled with dread. “Battle … drones.”

Despite the heavy constriction in her throat from the high-gravity acceleration, Dhara let out an ear-piercing scream.


2 Her Motley Crew

They called it the battlesphere. Located at the very heart of the Nepenthe’s hull, it was an armored capsule with its own gyros, allowing it to shift towards wherever the ship’s center of gravity was located. The more conventional term for it would have been the combat information center, but due to its globular shape, the name stuck.

Sitting in the command chair in the center of the room, Captain Lucien Dangard remained silent, preferring to let his subordinates handle things from here on out. He ran a gloved hand over his close-cropped gray hair, down past the scars on his gaunt cheeks, before placing it back on the armrest. The prize was theirs, but the length and effort of the continuing resistance made him brood.

Less than an arm’s length away to his right, the ship’s executive officer continued to stare at the tactical display on her personal console. Commander Creull Bonecrusher shifted her yellow eyes across the screen before emitting a short growl. Since her species preferred to lie forward rather than sit on their buttocks, her command chair had been modified to accommodate her needs. The voice coming from her whiskered snout was akin to a low growl. “Strand, what the fekk are you doing? Take out the liner’s damned engines first before you attempt to close and board.”

At the far end of the room was a hairless, violet-skinned man attached alongside the wall. His eyelids were closed, but he could sense everything around him. “Sorry to butt in, but the lieutenant does have a sound tactical move. He wants to draw the Tamaishi in closer to the missiles before he fires up their thrusters.”

Creull turned towards him and bared her razor-sharp fangs. Her pale golden eyes had turned into slits while the double pair of nostrils above her mouth breathed in an inordinate amount of air. She wore a skinsuit over her black furred coat, and the outerwear almost seemed to rip apart whenever she flexed her muscles. “This is my operation, Zeno! When I desire your advice, I shall ask.”

“Yes, of course,” Zeno Ninety-nine said. “Apologies, Commander.”

Creull glanced at the captain in case he had something to say. When Dangard gave her a silent nod, she turned her attention back to the tactical display. “Strand, are you hearing me?”

 

At almost half a million klicks away, the black teardrop-shaped battle drones continued to chase after the fleeing Tamaishi as the smaller spacecraft began to edge closer to the vessel’s rear right flank. The liner continued her high-gee acceleration as she dived down towards the edge of the dark matter field, only to change her heading the very next moment, when a pair of missiles suddenly emerged from the protracted edges of the zone and headed straight for her.

The Tamaishi turned again, this time trying to aim her course at the narrowing corridor in between the pursuing drones and the missiles coming from the opposite direction, but it proved too late. One of the missiles impacted on the aft part of her hull, just underneath the glowing radiator petals, before detonating a shaped fusion charge.

Since the liner was a civilian ship and therefore lightly armored, the missile’s exploding warhead instantly penetrated through her thin hull, ripping past layers of bumper armor and severely damaging her drive. In a matter of seconds, the Tamaishi lost main power and consequently her acceleration slowed down until she began to drift helplessly, just above the upper fields of dark matter. With the vessel now crippled, the remaining missile instantly shut off its thruster after veering away from its target, the ordinance’s internal AI correctly concluding that another impact upon the disabled ship might jeopardize the goal of the overall mission.

The command drone was indistinguishable from the other two craft, with the sole exception of her being at the rear of their formation. The officer in charge remained floating in the aft deployment module as he commanded the two drones ahead of him to commence their intercept course.

A crackling noise over his optical com-link system made him wince. Commander Creull’s voice was even louder this time, her heavy tones exuding unrestrained menace, even though the commonality of the Comm-5 language stressed subtlety rather than yelling. “Strand, I know you can hear me, I know your systems are fully functional, and I know you’re breathing air. Answer me at once!”

Lieutenant Garrett Strand took a deep breath before replying to her. Even though standard operating procedure advised him to fully encase himself in bio-gel when he put on his powered battle armor, Strand preferred not to breathe the sticky substance into his lungs, so he always used air in his helmet instead. “Sorry for not replying to you earlier, Commander, but I was kinda busy.”

“I ordered you to disable the target’s engines using your drone’s weapons before you pursued. Why did you disobey a directive?”

“With all due respect, Commander, I felt it would be better if I harried the target ship closer to the missiles instead of activating them prematurely. It brought the intercept range nearer and time to target became a sure thing.”

He heard a low purr coming through the audio speakers. It was a sure sign that Creull was satisfied. “Do not use this sort of tactic against a warship—you’d be killed easily. Continue your boarding operation. Over and out.”

Strand grinned. Using his AI implant, he keyed in his command relay. “Okay, let’s close and commence docking procedures. Spacers, watch yourselves and stay close to the bots, okay?”

Four teenage voices replied in unison. “Yes, sir!”

 

Dhara screamed again the moment the missile impacted the liner’s hull. For a few seconds she thought they were all dead. As the weight on her chest began to slacken until it felt like nothing, she realized their acceleration had been cut off, and now the vessel was truly helpless. Disengaging the restraints from her chair, she activated her AI’s command override, giving her full control over what was left of the Tamaishi.

Captain Udeze turned his head as he noticed she was overriding the remaining systems of his ship. “What are you doing? We’ve lost!”

Dhara ignored him as she floated out of the bridge and began making her way back towards the passenger areas. “AI, report defense bot status.”

Her AI’s voice was cold, halting, and metallic. Despite having several audio options to choose from, she preferred to keep it distinctly machine-like. “Two defense bots available and ready for deployment. What are your orders?”

“Defend Subject Zero. In the event of defeat, your last remaining unit is to execute her, is that clear?”

“Orders confirmed. Deployment commencing.”

 

Strand watched with his visor console as the lead battle drone successfully attached itself using nanocables along the length of the liner’s hull. “Okay, by the numbers. All warbots—deploy and breach.”

At a distance, the battle drones resembled some sort of space wasps with glowing wings, since even these small craft needed magnetic radiators to bleed off the massive heat generated by their fusion engines. His small squadron of boarding craft had dutifully waited for nearly four days, just drifting stealthily near the dark matter field as they awaited the arrival of their quarry.

Popularly known as shadow zones, these massive areas of dark matter tended to absorb waste heat and played havoc with ship sensors, so Strand had positioned his unit to lie in wait until the right moment. They even let the two ships slip by while they remained hidden in the shadow zone, using only their passive sensors to report and observe. When the liner came rushing back into the cloud, Stand’s strike teams knew their time had come.

But the shadow zones carried their own elements of risk. Sensor readings tended to fail whenever a ship ventured too far into these unexplored areas, and quite a number of vessels had been lost in attempting to navigate through them. The most sensible of pilots tended to stay at the edges of the fields, just close enough to power up their t-drives in order to commence faster-than-light transit.

Strand had heard of the old legends surrounding these shadow zones since he was born. Some told strange tales of starship crews encountering ghost ships in the black heart of the fields, while others said these hardly understood places might even be gateways to hell or to another dimension inhabited by beings unfathomable to ordinary senses. Many antecessor sects even worshipped these zones, proclaiming them to be the gateways to the Mysteries.

Even though the spacers under his wing were visibly nervous as they drifted along the edges of the zone in their respective small craft, Strand had kept their morale up by constantly cracking jokes whenever he felt a need to speak to them over the com-link channels. Only when the sensors of his drone craft warned him of an impending ship arrival did he command his unit to go silent. With the operation now going smoothly, he could sense a renewed enthusiasm amongst his people.

He watched silently as the first team breached an airlock with plasma welders midway along the port side of the liner. Less than a minute later, the second team sliced through part of the outer hull, this one closer to the crew section, near the bow. Civilian ships were the easiest to breach, for obvious reasons.

Strand pursed his lips while he linked up with the optical video feed of the first warbot. Each keg-shaped unit was the size of a small land car, and bristled with armor and weaponry. Warbots were fully autonomous, and they could be given orders, just like the soldiers of old. Nevertheless, their simple AI systems tended to fight using predictable tactics, so it always necessitated having a sentient with them in case of unexpected situations.

“Warbots six and seven, make your way towards the crew area and set up a blocking position near the main accessway—if any of the crew attempt to intervene, take them down. Otherwise just maintain and hold,” Strand said as his own drone ship began her docking maneuver. “Warbots eight and ten, you will act as reserves. Teams one and two, head to the passenger section.”

He could see that Spacer Karem had gone first into a nearby side corridor. Not good. “Karem, don’t get ahead of the bots, stay behind them as cover.”

“Sorry, Lieutenant,” Karem said. “I thought we could maybe cover more ground this way.”

Strand frowned as the pod door opened behind him. Karem was always the daring one. “The procedures I trained you under are going to keep you alive. Stick to them. Don’t worry about the time, we’ve got plenty of it.”

“Yes, sir.”

One of his side monitors showed Karem’s point of view, since Strand’s command interface could cycle remotely through all of their helmet recorders. The ship’s passenger sections were a jumble of different corridors, and his small team could easily get flanked and cut off. Fortunately, the intelligence they had gleaned from their source had told them the resistance would be minimal, but Commander Creull didn’t want to take any chances, so she ordered a full-scale boarding operation accompanied by warbots.

With his drone craft now attached to the hull of the drifting ship, Strand used his suit’s jump thrusters to propel himself towards the Tamaishi’s breached airlock. Standard operating procedure was for unit commanders to stay behind and command their forces from a safe distance, but he preferred to lead from the front.

 

This was Karem’s second boarding operation, and he was high-strung. Days sitting in the pod bay of the battle drone had made him twitchy, and he was eager to prove himself to the senior officers of the crew. Forgetting the orders of his superior, he used the arm-mounted lasers of his battle suit to breach a number of doors, hoping to find their target ahead of the others. The AI implant on the back of his skull had a stored image of the person they were looking for, and it was now a matter of hide and seek.

The first few rooms he had burst into held a number of shrieking civilians, all of them writhing in their crash chairs, some holding their arms up in the air while others covered their faces, too terrified to stare at a youth encased in an armored power suit with jutting weapons. Running the aspect recognition program on his visor, he scanned them individually to make sure they weren’t the target before he moved on to the next cabin.

As the warbot to his right began to breach an unexpected closed bulkhead ahead of them, Karem turned to his left and noticed a small open accessway. With his visor detecting movement in this narrow crawlspace, his aspect guidance system outlined what looked to be a human form holding some sort of long rod in his arms, pointing at them.

With no time to lose, Karem manually aimed the shoulder-mounted gauss rifle on his suit and fired two short bursts into the narrow tunnel, ripping the sides of the shaft open. Activating the powerful searchlight near the top of his helmet, Karem adjusted his sensor readings for a closer look. When the clear image of his target was finally revealed in his visor, he let out a gasp. Just a few meters down the length of the accessway were floating pieces of a man, his face locked in a silent scream, the corpse’s eyes staring straight into Karem. The tool the dead man had once held was a repair rod.

Strand’s voice boomed over his helmet’s internal audio. “Karem, what the hell are you doing? I’m on my way towards your position.”

The moment the lead warbot tore open the bulkhead, Karem gritted his teeth and used his suit’s thrusters to get ahead of it. With his concentration lost, he had become even more reckless, for now he would surely be punished for an unauthorized killing. Commander Creull had specifically told them to avoid civilian casualties. Karem’s guilt had compelled him to rush on ahead, in an attempt at finding their target right away to make up for the shame of what he had done.

Strand’s voice over the closed circuit was louder than ever. He was clearly not happy. “Karem, hold your position, goddamn it!”

The orders didn’t seem to affect him. Karem fired his thrusters again, moving rapidly through null gravity. An intersection loomed up ahead, and now his sensors were telling him the target was close by. With the two warbots behind him systematically breaching the nearby cabins, Karem had a hunch their quarry would be at the far end of the next corridor, so he raced ahead, for he wouldn’t let the machines beat him to it.

Just as he made it into the intersection, his suit’s alarms went off. Turning to his right, Karem yelled out in surprise as he stared at another bot just floating along the center of the passageway. This robot had a completely different make and paintjob, with the golden crest of the Union Star Force embedded below its main sensor module.

He instinctively turned and tried to use his thrusters to get back behind the previous corridor, but it was too late. Karem’s suit was peppered with multiple lasers and gauss rifle fire. His armored suit took most of the damage, the front part of his ribcage nearly ablating away as the flash beams of the lasers tore into the battle suit’s outer shell. He would have survived the enemy warbot’s initial salvo to live another day had a lucky gauss rifle shot not penetrated the visor of his helmet, sending several shards of razor-like nanocarbon through his left eye and into his brain.

 

Dhara could hear the fighting in the corridor just outside of their suite. The other defense bot was situated just inside the doorway, ready to blast at anything trying to get inside. She continued to float beside her ward, who remained strapped down on the crash couch at the far end of the room.

Maeve gave her a look of bewilderment. “What’s going on?”

Dhara didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth. Taking out a snub gauss pistol from her belt, she made sure it had enough charge for a full shot.

Maeve tried to undo the straps once again, but she failed. “Dhara, please help me get out of this chair.”

Dhara floated a few meters away from her. Gauss weapons tended to have more penetration at some distance, and she didn’t want to fire a second time. “You’re better off staying in the chair.”

Maeve was crying, and it was fogging up her helmet visor. “Dhara, please let me go! I want to hold you!”

Dhara wasn’t sure if she could do it, but she gritted her teeth and cut off her com-link to the girl’s suit. She could see Maeve waving her arms at her, frantically trying to get her attention, but all she could focus on was the pistol in her hand.

When the door burst open, the defense bot began to fire through the walls, hoping to cause some damage at the enemy robots trying to make their way into the room. Since the pirates weren’t firing indiscriminately, the bot felt it stood a fighting chance. Its sensor readings were stating there were several enemy warbots just outside the corridor, so it continued to rake the walls with gauss rifle fire, for it had the best penetrative capabilities; it was reserving its laser batteries for up-close work should the enemy attempt to get inside the room.

Dhara held onto the side of a table, trying to keep steady as her defense bot continued its fire. Each second seemed like an eternity as the warbots outside pinpointed the firing positions of her robot defender while it continued to shift back and forth in between prepared firing positions. Just as her robot moved to the alcove behind the door, the wall behind it was blown inward as the emerging pirate warbot fired its full barrage at the defending machine.

She could only watch in despair as her defense bot turned and returned fire, even though it was clearly damaged. Another pirate warbot revealed itself, coming in from the open entryway, and the Union defense bot was quickly caught in a crossfire. The multiple salvos proved too much for even a heavily armored robot, and the machine’s last orders to kill Maeve were not carried out, as its core processing module shut down when its internal power unit was hit and disabled, along with the backups.

Upon seeing her bot destroyed, Dhara clenched her jaw and aimed the gauss pistol at the teenage girl’s head. The wall behind her suddenly burst open and Dhara was tackled from behind by someone wearing a battle suit just as she started pulling the trigger. The force of impact drove her shoulders and helmet into the floor, knocking her out.


3 Belief

Sunday mornings on Earth were considered holy days, and there were still large numbers of worshippers attending the annual consecration of the antecessors, despite the lure of the modern-day, materialistic temptations of the world. Close to two thousand of the faithful showed up for the ritual at the Temple of the Mysteries in Rome, a tradition dating back close to two hundred years. Although the members of the congregation were mostly humans, the large numbers of synthetics in attendance made an impression for the hovering drones recording the event.

Turning to his right, Director Erich von Steyr couldn’t help but be fascinated by the old building’s architecture. The temple itself was formerly an ancient church before its conversion into a place of worship for the antecessors. He was so engrossed by the carved gothic arches of old stone that he didn’t realize he was the only one who remained standing while the rest of the congregation had already sat back down on their pews.

His secretary Hassan Obi gave him a gentle tap on the knee, and Erich quickly sat back down as the high cleric near the main altar continued his orations. Nobody else seemed to notice, nor would it have mattered.

As a child, Erich had always wanted to be an architect, to design sweeping, larger-than-life buildings; being involved in every aspect of construction appealed to him. His father didn’t appreciate his “meager” aspirations and forced his only son to attend the most prestigious schools to prepare him to live the life of a corporate executive.

“The corporations rule this union, don’t ever forget that,” his father once said. Despite his sadness at not being able to follow his dream, Erich could only thank his daddy in the end, for the elder one’s advice had ultimately proved right.

The Union of Stellar Nations was formed from the ashes of the Great Schism, the pivotal event that divided galactic society into two distinct and competing factions. People referred to the unified federation as the Union for short, and it served as an effective government for over three hundred far-flung worlds, united in the concept of being governed by a representative democracy. With highly regulated markets producing all kinds of consumer goods and services for the benefit of the people, the Union continued to be economically and politically stable for over a hundred years. The Union prided itself on the concepts of free expression and merit through individual achievements, and the latest polls indicated its citizens were happier than at any other time since its formation.

Erich knew better though. After quickly rising through the ranks of the executive class, he was groomed by his father to become his successor as head of one of the largest conglomerates in the galaxy. Erich’s father tragically passed away just before his son got promoted to the Executive Committee, yet good fortune remained within the family, for Erich’s ultimate ascension was close at hand.

Even though elections were held twice every decade for numerous government offices, the political candidates of every planet were carefully chosen by the oligarchs of the Executive Committee, and woe to any ambitious politico bent on bucking the status quo. Even maverick outsiders who rode on the coattails of popular opinion to win an election quickly fell in line, as they each quietly pledged their allegiance to the true movers and shakers of the Union.

Despite his heavy workload, Erich eventually found the time to engage in his hobby of architecture, indulging in virtual design work in his spare time. But in the end, he knew where the true power resided, and he felt lucky to have been born into a family of industrialists. Being part of the Executive Committee alone wasn’t enough to suit his ambitions, for he wanted to be its next chairman. To do so meant he needed to eliminate his rivals within the numerous directorates at any cost, and he was more than willing to do just that.

 

When the ceremonies had finished, most of the congregation started filing out of the entrance, to once more indulge in the many luxuries available to them. Erich and his assistant made their way slowly towards the side exit, where there would be less of a crowd to wade through.

Stepping out from a nearby alcove, Grand Cleric Frederico Santori met the pair near the northern vestibule, just below the archway. Santori gave a slight bow before extending his hand. “Good morning to you, Director von Steyr. It is an honor to have an esteemed member of the Executive Committee attending one of our humble services.”

Erich shook the man’s hand. “Contrary to popular belief, we executives don’t just spend every waking hour in our stuffy little offices, your eminence. I’m here on business, but I also pay my respects to the antecessors.”

Santori grinned and made a slight bow. He knew Erich had attended the services in order to be seen by the hovering camera drones recording the event, but it was better to remain polite in order not to antagonize the Temple’s biggest financial supporter. “Ah, despite all the worldly temptations of the flesh and mind, I’m gladdened that many still respect the Mysteries.”

Erich nodded. “It’s always interesting to hear about the antecessors, although I’m not completely familiar with all of them. There are supposed to be twelve of these ancient races who once ruled the universe and gave rise to everything that came later, right?”

“Correct. Though some of the smaller sects claim there are only ten, while some others say three, or even just one,” Santori said. “The ultimate knowledge of the antecessors remains hidden, and that is why we call it the Mysteries.”

Erich looked around. “So which particular one of the Mysteries does this temple adhere to?”

Santori beamed. “All of them.”

Erich raised an eyebrow. “Really? Could you explain this to me?”

“It shall be my pleasure,” Santori said. “Popular canon proclaims twelve separate antecessor races, of which only half are even named in the galactic archives via their characteristics. You have the crystalweavers, the stoneshapers, the obliterators, the lifeseeders, the methuselahs, and the gargantuans. The Temple of the Mysteries believes they’re all offshoots of the One Race, the ones who were there at the beginning of time, the creators.”

Erich narrowed his eyes. “I understand now. A few hundred years before, this temple was a place of worship for another religion, one that stressed a single, all-powerful god ruling over everything. I can see how that ancient form of theology was adapted into this current one.”

Santori couldn’t help but be surprised at the executive’s knowledge of the past. “Your understanding of history is impressive, Director. Yes, you’re quite right. Our traditional religions have never truly died out, they have merely taken on a new form.”

“Humans adapt to anything. Expose them to a new, dominant religion, and they will add some of their own into the mix.”

“Precisely,” Santori said while pointing up at the newly painted frescoes in the domed ceiling. “The tombs of the holy men once called saints were removed when this temple was refurbished, yet as you can see, much of the stylistic designs from that ancient era still remain.”

Erich looked up. “Yes, I’ve always had a fondness for Italian Renaissance architecture. I love the gothic archways and the baroque design of their columns and walls. Both the old and new religions speak to me through their places of worship.”

“If I may ask, Director, do you consider the antecessors to be divine?”

It took Erich a few minutes to answer him. “If by divine you mean superior? Then I guess the answer is yes. I have been to the artifact world of the crystalweavers, and the scant traces of their technology is … quite impressive. Even our best researchers have been stumped as to how to replicate such wondrous devices as they’ve built.”

Santori pursed his lips. “I was referring to godhood. Do you believe the antecessors ought to be worshipped?”

“Let me counter that with another question. Our current state of technology has allowed us to settle distant worlds across the length of a fair portion of the galaxy,” Erich said. “If the builders of this ancient temple encountered us with our present-day tech, would they not worship us as gods too?”

“You bring up a good point,” Santori said. “But it seems we have been unable to make a great leap forward to equal the technology of the antecessors, despite our numerous attempts to decipher their relics and tech for almost three hundred years. What does that tell you?”

Erich shrugged. “I don’t know, but I can’t be certain just because of a belief. I need facts and figures.”

Santori chuckled. “Ah, that is the crux of religion. It is all based on a belief of hope. We are convinced the antecessors will return to judge us all one day, and they will only reward those who have shown true faith in them.”

Erich remained skeptical. “You honestly believe that these … extinct races will somehow return? We have found no fossilized remains, just scattered relics on dead worlds. Many people aren’t even sure if these hypothetical races existed—some researchers have theorized we just found stories of mythological gods from long-dead alien species.”

“I believe it in the bottom of my heart,” the grand cleric said. “The ancient legends we have deciphered on different planets all foretell of their return; it’s just a matter of time.”

Hassan had been standing quietly beside Erich, but now he made a low cough.

Erich shook the cleric’s hand once again. “I’m sorry to have to cut off this interesting discussion, but I’m afraid I must go. Let us speak again soon.”

Santori gave them a friendly wave as the pair turned and walked away. “A pleasant day to you, Director. May the antecessors watch over you.”

 

Erich frowned while sitting in the vehicle’s backseat as he used his smartcom device to read the virtual report. “So the Memnon was defeated and all hands lost?”

Hassan was sitting beside him as the AI-controlled air car flew over the Alps and headed towards the Swiss Region. He shook his head. “There were about thirty surviving crewmembers. The Tamaishi picked them up after her engines were repaired.”

“And what of Subject Zero?”

“She was apparently abducted by the pirates, but they spared the lives of the rest.”

Erich leaned back on the plush leather seat and grimaced. It had to be an inside job. “We have a traitor within my inner circle. How else could those blasted pirates have known about Subject Zero?”

Hassan nodded. “I’m afraid you’re right, Director.”

Erich glanced at him. There was a combination of hatred and frustration in his steely blue eyes. “Start an investigation and do it quietly. Leave no stone unturned. If there was a breach in the network then I need to know. Find me this traitor.”

“I’ll get onto it right away, Director.”

The car stopped in front of the Concordance Embassy. Erich signaled the AI controller to open the passenger-side door, and it did. He stepped out of the vehicle before stooping over to talk to his assistant once more. “Wait for me here.”

Hassan’s eyes opened wide. “You’re going in there alone, Director? I can call your bodyguards and they’ll be here within minutes to accompany you.”

Erich shook his head. “No need. I can handle things.”

Ignoring his subordinate’s concerns, he walked up the marble steps until he got close to the personal checkpoint. Two Concordance warriors wearing their bio-suits glanced at him briefly before they waved him through the main entrance.

Putting on his nostril filters, Erich continued down a series of corridors; the atmospheric composition in the rooms began to alter slightly as he got further inside the building. The added chlorine gas in the air irritated his lungs, but the filters made it somewhat bearable. Cyber-optical implants in his eyes immediately shifted to shield mode to prevent inflammation, but he still squinted instinctively while his senses were being exposed to a now alien air.

After the Great Schism, the other half of the galaxy formed their own political and governmental body and named it the Bios Concordance, or simply the Concordance for short. Many of the survivors who bore the brunt of the Singularity Wars rightfully blamed the massive destruction on the sentient machines who started it, and banned their existence from their borders. In contrast, the Union granted the surviving synthetics full rights as citizens, with treaties to control their replication in order to prevent organic sentients from being overwhelmed by an endless number of true artificial intelligences.

Without any AI to help them in their technological advancements, the leaders and citizens of the Concordance relied on mastering the genome to unlock the vast potential of genetic engineering. In time, their technologies ran along parallel lines to match those of the Union’s, but with distinct differences. The Concordance believed one must alter one’s own biology through genome modification in order to adapt to the hazards of space and other worlds.

In time, the growing differences between both factions eventually erupted into open conflict. A series of wars for territory followed, each struggle more destructive than the previous one. The last war had happened over fifty years before, and the wholesale devastation convinced both sides the next one would be far too costly to wage. Since then, an uneasy peace had prevailed, with both sides shoring up their border defenses and fleets, just in case the unimaginable happened again.

Erich continued walking, hardly being disturbed by embassy personnel as he took the elevator up to the second level. Making his way along a high-ceilinged corridor, he turned and finally stopped in front of a set of double doors. Tapping his smartcom device, he sent a coded signal into the interior.

The large doors quickly swung open, revealing a vaulted, high-ceilinged chamber. As he walked through, he noticed two human attendants standing near the alcoves behind the doorway, each wearing nothing but a simple servant’s uniform.

One of the men gestured at him to proceed. Erich couldn’t help but notice the man’s emaciated appearance and bloodshot eyes. The visible lump behind the attendant’s lower neck was an obvious sign of symbiosis.

Erich nodded before turning around and walking towards the center of the chamber. Every human member of the Concordance he had ever met had a symbiote attached at the neck to their spinal column. The Concordance propagandists always proclaimed the symbiotes would only attach themselves to willing volunteers, but Erich always scoffed at such a naive notion. It was a fact that slavery was legal in the Concordance, and many humans living on their borders were forcefully serving as unwilling hosts for the symbiotes.

The moment he made it to the center of the room, a doorway at the opposite end opened up and a crimson-colored alien who stood nearly three meters tall began shuffling towards him. Erich kept his hands by his sides, willfully suppressing the urge to run away. He wasn’t quite sure why meeting an xtid always made him uneasy, surmising that perhaps humans always had an inbred fear of large beings which resembled a monstrous fusion of worms and spiders.

Ambassador Hjktk was typical of his species. His acorn-shaped abdomen was surrounded by four segmented legs arranged like a quad pod. Hjktk’s long, cylindrical torso stretched upwards, like an upright blood sausage, and each of his four hanging arms ended in padded hands with multiple wire-like tendrils. The ambassador’s head tapered into a forward-facing wrinkled spout, with a starfish-shaped mouth and a set of four pinheaded eyes resembling shiny red buttons sewn on a coat along its sides.

Erich stood his ground as the Concordance ambassador stopped less than two meters in front of him. He knew the xtid were dangerous carnivores back in their mysterious homeworld, and it was prudent to stand at a respectable distance, lest their predatory instincts take over. He made a slight bow as a token of respect. “Ambassador Hjktk, thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

Hjktk swiveled his head at the servitors, gesturing with a wire-like hand to dismiss the pair. The two men walked through the open doorway before dutifully closing it behind them. The ambassador then turned his attention back to Erich. “A pleasant greeting to you, Director von Steyr. I hope our atmospheric accommodations do not make you too uncomfortable. You see, my homeworld has a concentration of chlorine in its atmosphere, and I find the air on your planet to be somewhat … lacking.”

Erich gave a manful shrug, hoping his stoicism would add to his courage. “I have cybernetic implants and nose filters. I’ll be fine as long as I don’t spend too much time in here.”

“Then we shall be as prompt as possible,” the ambassador said, his peculiar accent combined with clicks and wheezes coming from his star-shaped mouth. Despite Comm-5 being the universal language for all races within the range of audible standards, many local dialects began to evolve from it, each one bringing its own distinct characterizations. The xtid vernacular in particular had added clicking sounds in place of a few consonants.

“Yes, let’s be frank,” Erich said. “The package was intercepted.”

“Oh? That is most unfortunate.”

Erich’s anger began to overcome his unease. “By the Nepenthe, the most notorious pirate ship in the galaxy, no less.”

“Did you not make a personal guarantee to me, saying there was no chance of anything like this ever happening?”

Erich grimaced. “I had a goddamned heavy cruiser set up for an escort, and she still failed. How was I to know the Nepenthe would even be in that sector, unless the pirates themselves knew about the game we were playing?”

Hjktk tilted his head up and made a multitude of clicking sounds, indicating laughter. “I am sorry, but I always find mirth every time you humans call what we do a game.”

“You may be laughing, but I’m not.”

Hjktk’s four eyes locked onto his. “If we are to continue with metaphors, then this would only mean there are strangers within your hive.”

“I’m working on it,” Erich said. “But what of your hive? I gave you the course itinerary for the transport. For all I know, the spy could be from your own swarm.”

The ambassador tilted his long torso back and forth, like a blood-colored coat rack swaying in the wind. “That is impossible. No xtid would ever betray another for a different species.”

“I would suggest you start your own inquiries anyway,” Erich said. “You have symbiotes in every nook and cranny of this embassy.”

Despite the Concordance advertising themselves as a unified government of republics, everyone knew the true powers behind the entire faction were the symbiotes and the xtid, and these two races were hardly democratic in nature. Human refugees from the Singularity Wars made up the bulk of the Concordance’s population, but they were almost always controlled by the symbiotes. The xtid were the only species known to be resistant to symbiotic attachment, for their strange physiology was toxic to a symbiote.

“You make a fair point, Director,” Hjktk said. “But this room has been thoroughly searched for spying devices, and the symbiotes under me are loyal to the xtid cause.”

Erich raised an eyebrow. “Really? I thought the symbiotes were loyal only to their own species.”

“You have not spent much time in Concordance space, have you?”

“No, I have not.”

“Symbiotes are a unique race,” Hjktk said. “Though most people in the Union believe they have full control over their hosts, it is not the case. A portion of the host’s original personality and choice of cause does eventually manifest itself, despite the overwhelming dominance of the guest’s symbiosis.”

“But in the end, you must admit the symbiotes would still prevail when it comes to thoughts and deeds.”

“In most cases, yes,” the ambassador said. “But there have been some recorded instances of hosts, both human and others, being able to wrest control over their minds and bodies from the attached symbiotes.”

“But in the end the symbiotes still win, right?”

Hjktk blew air through his mouth, indicating sighing. “Alas, yes. The symbiotes simply dispose of their uncooperative hosts and attach themselves onto another.”

“Hence the reason we call them parasites here.”

More clicking laughter emanated from the ambassador’s mouth. “These parasites, as you would call them, have thoroughly infiltrated your governments and corporations in the Union. The symbiotes have the most efficient intelligence network, for obvious reasons.”

Erich was taken aback. “Absurd. We have many security procedures in place to prevent infiltration by the parasites here.”

“And I tell you there are ways to get around them,” Hjktk said.

Erich frowned. Rumors circulated on the virtual net that symbiotes had infiltrated all the elected officials and secretly controlled the entire Union. He had always dismissed these stories as nothing more than ridiculous rumors, but even the Executive Council was privately worried. Current security protocols needed to be reviewed, including those of his own network. “Very well, I’ll look into it.”

“I noticed your attendance at the Temple of the Mysteries this morning,” Hjktk said, changing the subject. “How did your conversation with the grand cleric go?”

Erich gritted his teeth. The ambassador was clearly toying with him, openly revealing that they knew every single aspect of his life. They’re watching me carefully. “Since you know all about it, why don’t you tell me what we talked about?”

“I’m afraid I was unable to procure the audio recordings,” Hjktk said. “So I must use conjecture. I know you are not a superstitious man, and probably attended the ceremonies for publicity’s sake.”

“Well, that part was obvious,” Erich said. His throat was getting irritated and he needed to leave soon, but he felt he could glean something about his partner’s motivations. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Please do.”

“In order for me to find out if there was an enemy infiltration either from my side or yours, there must be a cause behind it,” Erich said. “I know the symbiotes would be motivated to stop us if they knew what we were up to, but just now I realized I never quite understood your motives behind all this.”

Hjktk spread two arms out wide. “My motive is for my own race. I have told you this many times already.”

“Yes, you have, but how would the success of this operation suit the xtid? Your race controls half of the Concordance—the more stable half, I should say,” Erich said. “If we recover the asset and pull it off, wouldn’t it weaken the Concordance as a whole?”

“It would for a time, no doubt.”

“And you know what the Union would do if it found out, right?”

“Of course; your faction would probably invade, possibly under the guise of liberating the countless millions of humans ‘enslaved’ by the symbiotes,” Hjktk said.

“It’s not a guise; a lot of people here hate the parasites and want them exterminated,” Erich said. “Nevertheless, your own race could get swept up in it too. Very few humans like the xtid. We still remember the previous wars.”

“We can defend our own borders and homeworld quite adequately,” Hjktk said.

It was Erich’s turn to chuckle. “Considering that no one outside of your own species even knows the location of your homeworld, you bring up a fair point. But still, there has been peace for over half a century—why stir the pot from your end?”

“You are motivated by personal advancement,” the ambassador said. “I am motivated to serve my race. The xtid are destined to be the one true species, the antecessors have told us so.”

Erich couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So you’re doing this … for religious reasons?”

“What you other races do to seem to understand is the reason for our existence,” Hjktk said.

He had read studies on xtid culture and history before. “That you were the chosen ones? There was an old ethnic group of humans who believed in the same thing back in ancient times too, you know.”

“We are the chosen ones,” Hjktk said. “Every xtid believes we’re the direct descendants of the antecessors—who were xtid themselves. Their ancient lineage carries forth through us, and it is our destiny to rule the galaxy once again, just as we did before.”

Erich finally understood. The xtid viewed their symbiote allies as an eventual rival to be ultimately disposed of, and they sought to undermine the power of their own partners. Traitors and fanatics. We’ll see if you still believe in all this once the Union Star Force breaches your borders, and then lays waste to your homeworld once we pinpoint its location.


4 Qualms

The tribunal was held in one of the briefing rooms at the Nepenthe’s aft ring. Since the ship was no longer in combat, the doughnut-shaped structure had expanded to its full size, and spun in order to create centrifugal gravity. Only the captain and his executive officer would represent the senior officers in the hearing, since the chief engineer declined to be part of the procedures, preferring instead to stay within the null gravity confines of the ship’s manufacturing decks.

Captain Lucien Dangard had asked Zeno to come along, and the synthetic now stood by the wall at the other end of the room, away from Commander Creull’s contemptuous gaze. Since it would be a preliminary hearing, no one else was present, with the exception of the accused.

Lieutenant Garrett Strand sat at the other end of the table. Because it was a formal hearing, he had worn his old Star Force uniform since the crew were never issued any standard dress clothes. He had saluted his superiors the moment he stepped inside the private meeting room, and was promptly told to sit down.

Creull had been typing out a number of words on the floating hologram in the middle of the table and was almost finished, but she decided to go ahead and speak in order to break the silence. “Strand, let’s be clear. This is currently just an inquiry as to what happened when your strike teams boarded the liner. You have not been charged, so it will simply be an informal inquest. You are permitted to defend your actions. Do you understand?”

“Understood, Commander,” Strand said. “Let’s get this over with.”

Creull kept her legendary temper in check. She knew it would be counterproductive if she showed her true emotions. “One of the spacers under your command was lost in this operation. I feel it is because you disobeyed my mission orders. Do you have anything to say about it?”

“Spacer Karem’s loss was tragic,” Strand said. “But he disobeyed my orders when I told him not to advance ahead of the bots during the boarding action.”

“He may have been at fault because of that, but the true reason for his death is because of poor team discipline and substandard leadership,” Creull said. “To put it quite simply, your team was careless because you failed to train and discipline them properly.”

Strand sat up on his chair. “That’s not fair. You can’t blame me for his actions.”

Creull kept at it. “The fact is, your unit’s lack of discipline is such because they emulate your style. Standard procedures state that you are supposed to use bio-gel on your entire body in the event of combat, including your head. The bio-gel is not just to prevent skin irritations while in a suit, it can act as a sealant and helps protect the body from injury in case of a breach.”

“I didn’t know Karem kept air in his helmet until after he was already deployed,” Strand said. “I consider it a matter of personal preference.”

“Did you enforce standard procedures both during combat and while training your unit? Answer truthfully, for we can go back to the recordings using the ship’s archives.”

Strand bit his lip. “I concentrate their training on the big picture, not little things like whether my people prefer liquid or air breathing during combat.”

“If I may ask,” Zeno said, “is your habit of breathing air instead of bio-gel during combat a choice of comfort, or a practical one?”

“Both,” Strand said. “I prefer to use the HUD on my helmet visor, and seeing through the bio-gel makes everything murky. Also, I’d rather issue verbal commands, and you can’t do that while liquid breathing.”

“So if you took a head shot that penetrated your helmet, you’d be dead too,” Creull said. “Statistics have shown that mental commands communicated via your AI implant reach your subordinates faster than verbal ones.”

“I think of other things while I’m commanding my strike teams, Commander. I like to keep my voice and thoughts separate.”

Creull narrowed her eyes. “And doing so cost the life of one of your spacers. This isn’t the Union military. We can hardly afford to lose any organics in this crew.”

“Again, Spacer Karem would not have died if he followed my commands,” Strand said. “Whether or not he had bio-gel in his helmet doesn’t factor in on this.”

“Bio-gel could have saved Karem’s life,” Creull said, turning to look at the captain. “I move we initiate disciplinary proceedings against Lieutenant Strand.”

The captain glanced over at Zeno. “What do you think?”

The violet-skinned synthetic remained stationary by the wall. His kind never betrayed any emotions, for they had none. “We all know luck does play a part in every aspect of combat operations. Even if Karem’s helmet had bio-gel, it might not have saved him.”

“Explain,” Creull said tersely.

“Ballistic analysis of his suit seems to indicate a lucky shot. The gauss projectile penetrated the helmet through the micro sealant in between the armor and visor, before altering its trajectory after the impact and boring through his eye.”

“Just a case of bad luck,” Dangard said. “I see no reason for disciplinary action.”

There was a short silence as all eyes centered on the executive officer. Creull was an exacting perfectionist, and she always got on everyone’s case. But the captain had rendered his judgment, and she always abided by his word.

“Very well. This hearing is hereby finished,” Creull said. “Lieutenant Strand may resume his duties. This incident is closed, and there will be no further inquiries on the matter.”

Strand got up and headed towards the door. “I shall take my leave.”

After the door closed behind him, Creull turned to face the captain again and growled. “He didn’t even salute before he left the room. He is insubordinate and should be taken to task for it.”

Dangard shrugged. “He was angry, and saluting in this ship isn’t exactly a requirement. Like you said, Creull, this isn’t the Union military. Let’s lay off Strand for awhile.”

Creull let out a deep breath from her massive lungs. “I don’t like his style of command. Strand is reckless and unpredictable. He is a bad influence amongst the spacers.”

“His style is exactly why we promoted him to strike team commander,” Dangard said. “We need unpredictability in our tactics in order to stay one step ahead of any AI opponent. We do the same thing during ship combat.”

“I disagree,” Creull said. “While Strand is a gifted tactician, he takes high risks and has trained his spacers to mirror his own style. We have lost an inordinate amount of recruits over the past few years because of this.”

Dangard held up his hand dismissively. “It’s the age-old axiom: survival of the fittest. The best will rise up, the rest we recycle. The lieutenant got to where he was because he’s a damned good officer. Start recruiting some new spacers when we get to our next stop.”

Creull looked away. “Very well, Captain.”

Dangard stretched his arms while preparing to get up. “Anything else, XO?”

“Actually, yes,” Creull said. “This bounty we picked up. The crew has been asking me what this is all about.”

The captain pursed his lips. “A private transaction, and one that may be more significant than we previously believed.”

Creull tilted her head slightly to the side, indicating confusion. “I don’t quite understand, Captain. The prize we picked up on that liner was two human females, and yet our mysterious employer gave us a significant down payment on it. I searched the galactic database to determine who they are and came up with nothing on the younger one. The older woman was a noted researcher, but her own records seem incomplete as well.”

Dangard turned to look at the synthetic stationed by the wall. “Zeno?”

“Preliminary biometric and medical analysis of the older female human was inconclusive,” Zeno said. “The adolescent on the other hand … seems to have a peculiar genome sequence.”

Creull became more confused than ever.

 

Strand let his temper cool off while walking towards the ship’s high security section. He respected Commander Creull, but the executive officer’s constant meddling irritated him. Strand knew the captain would ultimately take his side when it came to these hearings, so he wondered why they even bothered with an inquest. Losing another spacer hurt, especially when it could have been regarded as a textbook operation had Karem not gotten himself killed. In the end, the Nepenthe’s crew knew their occupation was a dangerous one, and casualties would be inevitable.

An active warbot stationed near the bulkhead let him through after a biometric scan. Strand continued onwards until he got to the security room, keying in his command code to open the door before stepping inside.

The walls along the small room were studded with holographic projectors. The module he had ventured into was normally reserved for the ship’s prisoners, and access to the entire section was severely restricted. When not commanding boarding operations, one of Strand’s other duties included the monitoring and treatment of prisoners. It was his least favorite duty, yet he was aware of its importance.

Spacer Puteri Sin sat in one of the chairs in the middle of the room. She turned and quickly got up the moment Strand walked inside. She stood at attention and saluted him. “Lieutenant.”

Strand dismissed her formal greeting with an annoyed wave of his hand. “I told you to stop doing that; this isn’t the Star Force.”

Puteri swallowed while putting her hand down. She had just turned eighteen, and was still trying to learn the intricacies of life onboard the Nepenthe. “Sorry, sir, but I was admonished by Commander Creull when I failed to salute her that one time we passed by each other in the corridor.”

“The XO can fekk herself for all I care,” Strand said before his voice lowered to a whisper. “Just don’t tell her I said that, okay?”

Puteri blushed. “Of course not, sir. I would never betray a member of our own strike team, much less my commanding officer.”

Strand made a wry smile while crossing his arms. “That’s better. Anything new to report?”

“Nothing new since the two prisoners were placed into separate cells, LT. Although the younger one didn’t eat her meal.”

Strand narrowed his eyes while looking at the surveillance monitors. The teen girl sat at the edge of the bed in her cell, staring blankly at the floor. A tray containing food and a bottle full of water had been brought in hours ago, yet she didn’t touch it. He had given the order to have the pair separated since they had started arguing with each other, but neither of them would tell him why.

Glancing at the other room’s video feed, he could see the woman known as Dhara Hayer just pacing back and forth along her narrow cell. Unlike the younger girl, she had eaten her meal, and the bots had already taken the tray out of her cell. He couldn’t help but notice the synthskin bandage at the base of her neck, a byproduct of the medical procedure that removed any cybernetic implants from the prisoners.

He turned his attention back to his subordinate. “Did you study the recordings of their argument?”

“A little,” Puteri said. “It seems the younger one was shocked when the older woman attempted to kill her during the boarding action. I also watched the replay of that battle and you sure reacted in the nick of time, sir—if you hadn’t gotten to the older one, I’m certain the girl would be dead. “

Strand nodded. “Yeah, it looks like this Dhara was willing to kill that poor girl just to prevent us from taking her. Did you do a background check on them?”

“Yes, sir. I couldn’t find anything on the younger girl, but Dr. Dhara Hayer seems to be a preeminent researcher with the Union’s Science Institute, though her personnel file seems to stop at a certain point.”

Strand let out a loud sigh. “The senior officers of this crew assign me a task, yet they never tell me what’s it all about. What do you mean Dr. Hayer’s file stopped?”

“Well, we know the Science Institute is the code name for the Union’s top research directorate,” Puteri said. “Only the brightest minds ever get chosen to be part of that outfit.”

“And?”

“Dr. Hayer is one of their top scientists, yet her public records stopped updating when they assigned her to an undisclosed project,” Puteri said. “I mean, they completely stopped, as if everything about her afterwards was never entered into the database. It all feels like a black ops science operation to me.”

“What’s her specialty?”

“Artifact research and analysis,” the young spacer said.

Strand made a low whistle. “Holy fekk. So she gets involved in a secret project and transports a girl with no personnel records and is ready to kill her the moment we try to take them? This is starting to feel really weird.”

Puteri was recruited because she had a sound analytical mind, and a myriad of possibilities began to cascade through her thoughts. “Did the captain not tell you anything?”

“All he told me was to keep them alive and not to talk with them,” Strand said.

“Do you think he knows something that we don’t?”

“Obviously,” Strand said. “Did you read the report on the forensic analysis of the AI implants we removed from them?”

Puteri nodded. “Yes, LT. Seems Dr. Hayer had full command override for the liner’s systems—she even had a higher priority than the poor captain of that vessel. The rest of her AI’s memory banks are encrypted and we’re still trying to crack them.”

Strand narrowed his eyes. They had a heavy cruiser escort and it was clear this doctor was behind everything. Something’s not right. “What about the implants on the girl?”

Puteri shrugged. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Just a standard tracking application.” She paused for a bit before snapping her fingers. “Oh yes, the record in her AI was weird too.”

“In what way?”

“There was typical teen girl stuff in it, like pictures and videos of boys, music, and landscapes of faraway planets and stuff,” Puteri said. “But nothing at all about where she was living; nor did I find any archival info on her parents. It seemed like it had been erased from her personal server unit.”

Strand turned and headed for the door. “Well, I guess it’s time to get to the bottom of it.”

Puteri’s face registered a look of surprise. “What do you mean, sir?”

Strand winked at her as he opened the door. “I’ll go ahead and ask them.”

Puteri’s dark eyebrows shot up. “But LT, we’re under orders not to talk to the detainees.”

“My main duty is to safeguard the prisoners’ lives while on this ship,” Strand said while stepping out into the corridor. “If one of them is starving herself, then I’m within my command parameters to find out what’s bugging her.”

After closing the door, he continued on towards the cell blocks. Strand went through another automated security check before the final bulkhead door opened, revealing a long corridor with a number of double-layered doors on each side.

Making his way over to the young girl’s cell, he opened the primary sealed door and stepped into the alcove before looking through the transparent divider.

Maeve Lindros continued to sit by the side of the bunk. She glanced up at him briefly before turning her gaze away.

Putting on his best smile, Strand used his AI implant to open the second door and stepped into the cell. “Hello there.”

The girl continued to look away in silence. Maeve had been crying since she was separated from Dhara, and she was mentally exhausted. The sense of betrayal had given her a sullen demeanor.

Strand sighed. “Look, I know you don’t want to be here, but this is just a temporary stay. We’re not planning to keep you for long.”

Maeve stared down at the bare flooring. “What do you want?”

He pointed at the tray of food on the metal table. “You need to eat. I know shipboard grub isn’t exactly the best, but putting food into your stomach will keep you from dying, right?”

“What’s the point? The one person I thought I could trust wants me dead anyway.”

Strand crossed his arms. “Look, I’ve been in quite a few battles, and everybody’s sense of right and wrong kind of gets … skewed. It looked to me like Dr. Hayer just went a bit bonkers.”

She looked up at him, tears welling in her eyes despite the exhaustion. “No, I could tell she wanted to kill me. I know you were the one who saved me and I thank you for it. But right now … I … I just don’t feel like I want to live anymore.”

Strand got into a half-crouch so he would be at eyelevel with her. “It was a traumatic experience you went through. And your companion went through the same thing, right? Also, the stories about getting captured by people like me don’t paint a pretty picture, if you know what I mean. I’ve heard stories myself that my kind executes prisoners and a lot of other things that I can’t describe.”

“So what are you trying to say?”

He shrugged. It was clear he was doing a terrible job of making her feel at ease, but he kept at it. “What I’m saying is, Dhara thought we’d do all sorts of … atrocities on you if we succeeded in taking you. She was wrong, and I’m sure she sees that now. My guess is she was trying to spare you from what she thought we were going to do to you.”

It was Maeve’s turn to sigh. “I know you’re just trying to make me feel better.”

Strand chuckled. “You got me. I’m not really doing a good job, am I?”

Maeve leaned to her side and took the tray. “Okay, since you did save my life, I’ll eat this.”

Strand was somewhat surprised. “Would you like me to heat it up again?”

Maeve took the detachable spoon from the side of the tray and started eating. He looked kind of cute, like one of the many faces she would dream about when she accessed the galactic net, but he was also her abductor, and that fact tended to put a damper on things.”No, it’s okay. I’m used to food like this.”

He suppressed the urge to jump up in triumph. Now that I’m here, let’s see if I can find out more about her. “Oh? Must be a horrible place if you’re used to eating food like what we serve onboard this ship.”

“It was kinda like a ship, I guess,” she said in between taking bites and sipping at the water bottle.

“What do you mean?”

“The doctors who were with me called it a housing complex, but I knew it was a lab of some kind.”

Strand raised an eyebrow. “Do you know what planet you were on?”

She shook her head. “No. They never took me outside either. The closest I got to the exit was near the elevators. I tried to sneak into one but one of the bots caught me and brought me back to my room.”

“You spent your whole life in that place?”

Maeve nodded. “Yes. I was never allowed to go out, and there were always people watching me, even when they weren’t around.”

“Why were they watching you?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly while putting the now empty tray back on the table. “But I could tell they were all there for me.”

“Was there a lot of people in this lab?”

“About thirty or so. I eventually got all their names, before some of them left and were replaced by others.”

“Wow,” Strand said. “There were no other people your age in that place?”

Maeve shook her head. “No. They were all adults.”

“I guess you spent most of your time in schooling, right?”

“Mostly,” Maeve said. “My teacher was a synth, but he wouldn’t answer some of my questions. Dhara I’ve known for years, and she was like a mommy to me. She has been there since I was born. It wasn’t a bad place to live in, but I just didn’t have anyone of my age to talk to. And the medical tests were sometimes pretty painful.”

Strand wanted to probe deeper, but he knew he had to be careful lest she got upset. “These tests they made you take, do you know what they were for?”

She shook her head again. “No. One of the doctors told me it was because I had a rare disease or something. But when I asked my teacher she denied it, so I was kinda confused.”

“What did Dhara say to you about it?”

“She just said it was for my own good, so I stopped asking why,” Maeve said softly. “I trusted her because she was always there for me. And now … and now …” She stifled a sob.

He wanted to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder, but Strand knew he was already in trouble for questioning her like this, so he tried to liven things up instead. “The grub you ate was pretty bad, huh? I’ll be sure to tell that crummy chef of ours by wringing his scrawny neck.”

Maeve gave a short giggle, indicating she was alright.

“That’s better,” Strand said. “Could I ask you a sensitive question?”

“Go ahead,” she said. “I don’t really have anyone else to talk to.”

“Your parents,” Strand said. “Can you give me their names? I could try to get in touch with them.”

Maeve’s lips started trembling and she quickly looked away. “Dhara told me they died. I was never told their names, but I figured at least their surname ought to be the same as mine.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Strand said. “I could try to find out about any relatives you have if you want.”

She looked at him with pleading eyes. “Could you?”

Just as he was about to answer her, there was a loud chime in his earpiece, and Commander Creull’s gruff voice could be heard over his com-link. “Strand, report to me over at the briefing room right now.”

He reached out and grasped her elbow gently. “I’ll see what I can do. I need to go, so I’ll speak to you later, okay?”

“Okay.”


5 The Culling

Located at the fourth sector of the Rim Marches, Far Tortuga was officially an independent world. Once possessing a thriving mining industry, the planet suffered heavily during the numerous wars between the Union and the Concordance, changing hands multiple times before its population finally decided that enough was enough. The entire sector had been a warzone, and millions were killed over the fierce fighting, until a handful of planetary systems banded together and declared neutrality from both galactic powers.

Thus the League of Independent Governments was born. When the fighting had at last died down, the remaining planets still being contested appealed to both sides. Their political representatives argued it would be better if there was a neutral area in between the Union and the Concordance, where neither side held sway. Not wishing to continue the protracted conflict, both of the larger powers agreed, and ceded a number of worlds along their borders as part of this new league.

Half a century later, the League continued to endure, its people doing their best to survive despite receiving no aid from either the Union or the Concordance. Even with the lack of cutting-edge technology, the citizens of the League remained content, for they believed in preferring a life of freedom from the domineering super states that surrounded them.

Far Tortuga never completely recovered, despite five decades of peace. The planetary siege weapons had destroyed most of its industry and cities, and without financial aid from either side, the world could not rebuild. The postwar economy ultimately collapsed, and much of its population emigrated to other worlds. The League had few monetary reserves, and each member planet was left to fend for its own. The very freedom the citizens of Far Tortuga had yearned for became a curse, for the world soon became known as a haven for outcasts and desperadoes.

 

The young boy had been asleep by the shade of an alleyway, and he woke up with a dry cough. He tousled his dirty blond hair to get rid of the sand, but he knew it was a futile gesture in the long run. Rubbing his eyes open, he stood up and dusted off his raggedy overalls before making another series of loud coughs.

I’m going to need more ointment, he thought. Despite having an atmospheric composition close to that of Earth’s, Far Tortuga’s climate was dry, with practically no moisture in the air. Water was a highly expensive commodity, for there were no oceans or rivers to speak of. Dehydration was the most common way to die, followed closely by starvation. The children growing up in this planetwide dustbowl tended to be a hardy breed if they could somehow survive into adulthood.

Looking up at the side of the jagged cliff walls, he knew it was close to noontime, and he could sell his urine and feces for a thimble full of water at the nearby recycler. The boy had a practical mind, and he knew it wouldn’t be enough, since most of the water loss came from the evaporating sweat through his skin and whenever he exhaled. He was hungry too, for he hadn’t eaten in the past two days.

Making his way amongst the numerous stalls of the lower marketplaces, he walked into one of the recycler outlets and used its toilet, making sure his discharges were properly weighed before accepting his ration of water from the attendant by the counter. Downing the entire cup of water in two big gulps, he held the container above his mouth for close to a minute, making sure every last drop of the nourishing liquid got to the tip of his tongue. As he placed the cup back on the counter and made his way out into the street, the mental image of his mother entered his thoughts, dredging up memories of his past.

 

He remembered holding onto her hand as she lay dying by the side of the street. Her cheeks were gaunt, and her arms were so thin they resembled white carbon rods, the kind of things he saw at the hardware outlets for building tents with. She had given him the last of her water, but there just wasn’t enough for the both of them.

“Be well … stay alive,” she said before closing her eyes for good. He remembered clutching her hand for days, long after it became cold and clammy. Later on, a man walked over to them and told him he would help carry her body to the recycler so he could get some water and money out of it, but the boy jumped up and swung his little arms at him in rage. The man threw him aside and picked up his mother’s corpse before walking away and disappearing into the crowd. Not long after that, he finally realized he was on his own.

At nine years of age, he needed money to survive, and for a time he sold his body to the ones who went for that kind of taste. One of the local madams even offered him a room in her bordello because of his enticing looks, and for a few years he got a sort of education, using the money he saved to learn what he could using online tutorials on the galactic net, until one night with a particularly sadomasochistic offworlder made him quit his first profession in disgust.

Later on, he fell in with a gang of other boys, and they would lure solitary travelers into deserted alleyways to rob them. Once again, he learned new skills, like how to pick someone’s pocket and how to fight. During one of those nights he had his first kill, even though he was only defending himself when a rival gang ambushed them. The other boy had tried to lunge at him with a knife to the stomach, but he was faster, able to block the blow with a rag he had wrapped around his left forearm, all the while getting close enough to stick his own blade into the other boy’s neck.

The rest of his gang dragged him away as he stood there frozen, unable to react after what he had done. For the next few days, all he could do was stare out into the night, thinking about the shocked look of his opponent as he lay on the ground, bleeding to death. His gang eventually defeated their rivals and drove them out of their territory. They earned respect in more ways than one.

For a time, his gang were living like kings, and they could do whatever they wanted until the law of averages intervened. One of his mates robbed and killed a visiting offworld executive touring the city’s bordello district, and the corporation the victim had belonged to soon hired a mercenary outfit to avenge his death.

The boy and his gang were sleeping on the rooftops of an abandoned building complex when they came. The mercenaries were all ex-soldiers, and they had planned the assault with care, even using a hover drone as aerial surveillance and for additional fire support. Most of the boy’s gang were killed while they were asleep, and the few who managed to wake up were quickly shot down anyway. The boy had gotten lucky, since he always slept by himself at the edge of their territory, hidden inside an old, inoperable trash compactor. His habit of being on his own had saved him.

When the boy woke up, he was alone. The mercenaries had swept the city clean of almost all the gangs that night, and the disparate survivors weren’t too keen to form another group, lest they became targets once more. The city as a whole didn’t care much for the carnage, since the youths were all petty criminals who preyed on them, so there was no outcry from the local government. For a while he eked out some cash by bringing his fellow gangmates’ bodies to the recyclers. That was four months ago.

 

Pushing aside his dark memories, the boy brought his mind back to focus on the present. He had gotten by with doing a bit of stealing from the food stalls, but they were nothing more than bits and pieces, not enough to quell the ever-present hunger in his stomach. He was reluctant to go back into robbery again, for his mind had told him that every offworlder now had mercenary connections, and the locals were wary of him.

The smell of roasting meats at the nearby food stalls made him dizzy, and he contemplated stealing a morsel stick to chew on, when he quickly noticed a change in the air. The time he spent wandering the markets made him an astute observer, able to gauge the city’s attitude. He could usually spot another boy near his age with the same desperation he had. Two other boys in particular frequented this market district, but they were nowhere to be seen today. Something clearly wasn’t right.

Another merc sweep? The boy quickly pressed himself against the side of an alleyway as he began a more careful scan of the area. He could see several people talking excitedly, as if some sort of event was going on. The boy was used to eavesdropping, and he slowly made his way to an unused stall so he could hear their conversation.

One of the men was a cobbler he recognized, and the old man was waving his arms energetically, the rotten teeth in his twisted mouth more visible than ever. “She’s gotta be from the Nepenthe, I tells ya.”

The second man sold scrap for a living, and he remained skeptical. “How do you know this? There wasn’t any announcements.”

“I recognize the shuttle that landed in the old quarry near Turing. That same craft landed here about ten years ago and I still remember. Exact same paintjob and insignias.”

“The Nepenthe are the toughest pirates ever; why would they land a shuttle down here?”

The old man gave him a wink. “They be recruiting, I bet. They did it the last time too.”

The scrap dealer’s eyes opened wide. “Oh yeah? Maybe I can go over there and ask to join them. I can finally be out of this craphole.”

The old man wagged his finger. “Uh-uh. They only accept kids. You be way too old for them.”

“Aw well, I guess it’s back to work then,” the scrap dealer said with a dejected shrug before moving away.

The boy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Pirates recruiting children? He could only dream about leaving this planet in order to find something better, and yet here was his chance. Forgetting the hunger, he turned and began running towards the city outskirts.

With the Turing district at least two klicks away, he had a lot of ground to cover. He could normally run faster, but the lack of food in recent days had made him weak, and he was now using sheer adrenaline.

On and on he ran, darting in between the crowds, using his agility to prevent last-minute collisions with porters and wanderers. Sprinting from one street and into another, the boy nearly got run over by a vehicle crossing his path, but the AI driver managed to pump the truck’s brakes in time, with half a meter to spare. The boy gave the transport a glancing smile before quickly disappearing into the maze of alleyways.

He was nearly out of breath when he got to the outskirts, the more desolate parts of the city that led out into the numerous old mining sites. The billowing sand irritated his eyes, but he raced on, the broken concrete road now morphing into a sandy path, leading upwards to the base of a hill.

The unused quarry resembled a crater. The remote mining bots had carved a circular pit ever downwards to get to the precious metals underneath the sands, only to be abandoned by their owners after the economic collapse. He was out of breath, but he kept on moving, as the nose tip of the shuttlecraft was clearly visible since it had landed sometime in the early morning on top of a nearby rock plateau.

Making his way past several groups of onlookers, the boy came upon a checkpoint manned by two warbots that blocked off the path leading down into the quarry. The crowds in the area predictably stayed at a fair distance, retreating even further when the battle machines issued a loud klaxon any time one of them got too close to the perimeter.

For some curious reason, the warbots didn’t react when the boy got closer. A collapsible tent had been erected by the side of the path leading down to the pit, and a violet-skinned man walked out of it and stared at him for close to a minute before beckoning him closer. Remembering his tutorials, the boy knew this being was a synthetic.

The boy edged closer, ready to run in case the warbots aimed their weapons in his direction.

“Good afternoon,” the android said. “I am Zeno. Unlike the others still here, you fall within the acceptable range. Do you wish to be part of our crew?”

The boy nodded silently.

Zeno held out a flat pad device in front of him. “Very well, please press your right hand onto this scanner.”

The boy placed his hand on the flat surface of the device and heard a chime coming from it. He quickly withdrew his hand and pivoted, fully prepared to flee.

Zeno nodded. “Reaction time adequate. Eyesight good.”

A tinge of hope brightened the boy’s face.

“I can see you are carrying two knives,” Zeno said. “Place them on the table.”

The boy figured this synth was using electromagnetic vision of some sort. Not wanting to break the rules, he took out the two knives he carried and put them on the nearby folding countertop.

Zeno gestured towards the path leading downwards. “You may proceed to the final selection process. I would hurry up, since it should be starting anytime now.”

This time the boy didn’t hesitate. He ran past the synthetic and down the path, his patched-up shoes almost making him slip and fall, but he somehow maintained his balance. As he made his way down, he could see a small crowd of other boys at the bottom of the quarry. Sure enough, the two other lads who hung around the marketplace were there too—he remembered their names as Rod and Lucky.

There were about forty of them in all, and he recognized quite a few of the others, many of them survivors from the gang purge. The group was in a semi-circle as they all faced a raised stone platform. After finally getting off the path, the boy moved closer until he stood at the edge of the group while he began to regain his breath.

Standing on the platform was an alien species he had only read about on the net, but never seen in person until now. The being was clearly a riwwr, a type of species that resembled a bipedal Earth panther. Standing on two legs, the riwwr had uneven patches along its black furred coat, clearly indicating the numerous scars it had acquired over the course of its lifetime. The alien’s right leg was also cybernetic, another sign that it had seen some action.

From what he could remember, the riwwr had a clan-based culture that stressed extreme loyalty to their own respective prides. Their homeworld and the majority of their population remained staunchly loyal to the Union, though there were smaller clans of riwwr that ended up emigrating to the Concordance after the devastation of the Singularity Wars.

The riwwr placed a stubby finger on its earpiece. The voice emanating from its fanged snout was tinged with powerful growls as it apparently communicated with the android at the checkpoint. “Let this be the last one, Zeno, we have enough candidates as it is.”

The sound of the alien’s voice sent chills up his spine, but the boy maintained his composure. The riwwr were known for their love of personal dueling, preferring to fight with fangs and retractable claws over more high-tech weaponry. For a human to go up against one of their kind in a brawl would likely result in serious injuries or death.

Turning its attention back to the gathering of boys, the riwwr made a loud roar that quickly quieted any remaining small talk still emanating from the crowd. “I am Commander Creull, executive officer of the Nepenthe. Listen carefully, for I shall only say this once. You have all volunteered as candidates to become part of our crew. If anyone wishes to back away, do it now—walk back up the path and be gone from my sight.”

Looking around, the boy could see nobody had moved. They were all desperate to leave this godforsaken planet.

Creull’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Good, so none of you are cowards. There are about fifty of you present, but I shall tell you only one will be chosen to join us, perhaps even two at the most.”

Several groans and curses erupted from the throng of tough, desperate children.

Creull roared again, cowing the crowd in front of her. “Silence! These shall be my terms. You will have to fight for it. Upon my signal, you shall all battle one another until only one remains standing. No killing is allowed. No weapons are allowed. If anyone should be foolish enough to disobey what I just said, then I shall rip your head from your spine. Get ready.”

All the kids within the crowd turned and began to stare down at each other. A few of the youths gathered themselves into small groups, hoping to fight the others as a team before they fought each other. The two kids he had seen in the market turned to face him, and the boy knew they were sizing him up.

Creull tilted her head upwards towards the dusty sky and let out another roar. “Begin.”

Like crazed animals, the crowd of children turned on each other, punching and kicking, sometimes even biting in order to beat their respective opponents into submission. After a few seconds, several boys could no longer take it, and they turned tail and fled back up the path. High-pitched screams of rage and pain filled the air.

Rod and Lucky converged on him, and the boy knew he would have to take them both on. The two marketplace lads tried to outflank him, and he reacted by rolling sideways, right in between two other youths beating on each other. Rod was unable to get around the second set of fighters, and the boy made his way back to where Rod’s partner was, delivering a wicked kick to Lucky’s kneecap when the other boy turned to face him.

Lucky fell to the ground sideways, screaming in pain. The boy quickly kicked him a second time, aiming for the bridge of his nose and shattering it. Rod’s partner screamed for mercy before blacking out. With Lucky out of the picture, the boy turned to face Rod, who had just made his way back to face him again. Rod was able to land a blow to the side of his face, which caused him to stagger, but the boy somehow recovered, blocking the second punch with his forearm before hooking Rod’s elbow and locking it straight.

The boy shoved Rod’s shoulders back while twisting his arm, breaking the other boy’s elbow. Rod cried out as his legs gave way, and the boy kneed him in the face for good measure. Stunned, Rod collapsed in a heap in front of him. He had taken out two in as many minutes.

Creull continued to observe silently from the top of the platform. She had instinctively got down on all fours, as if ready to leap up and pounce on someone. The general melee had thinned out the crowd of boys; most of them lay on the ground, grappling with each other, trying to break bones to disable their respective opponents. Some of the beaten ones writhed helplessly in the dust, crying out for their mothers while clutching painfully at their fractured limbs.

Several minutes had passed, and the boy had beaten about a half-dozen opponents already. Even though he was somewhat shorter than the other kids his own age, his speed and determination more than made up for his seeming lack of size. Despite his nose being broken and a tooth knocked out, the boy was still in the fight. Having just beaten his last opponent into unconsciousness by slamming his face onto a small boulder, he slowly got up and looked around.

Standing a few paces away was a taller boy he soon recognized. Benno Holmes was a former leader of a rival gang, until his group had been killed off as well. Unlike him, Benno was on the cusp of adulthood, and a faint stubble was already evident on his bloodied chin and torn upper lip. Since they were the last two still on their feet, both boys began walking towards each other.

With his opponent standing head and shoulders above him, the boy knew he stood little chance of winning in a stand-up fight. Benno could take a lot of damage, and could easily break any part of his body the moment they grappled. He needed an edge.

Just as Benno closed to within striking distance, the boy leaned sideways, grabbed a handful of sand, and threw it into the taller boy’s face. Benno yelled out in alarm as he tried to get the dust out from his eyes. The smaller boy landed a flatfooted kick on Benno’s stomach, but the latter only grunted as he took the blow in his stride. Just as he tried to punch Benno in the chin, the larger boy spun to his side, locking his arms around the boy’s neck and forcing him down to his knees.

“I’ll kill you,” Benno whispered in the boy’s ear while gripping his arms in a sleeper hold.

The boy groaned as he tried to free himself, but Benno was too big, too strong. The pain was making him black out. He’d already lost, but he flailed his arms, hoping to grab onto Benno’s face and tear his eyes out before he lost consciousness.

Without warning, Creull leapt off the platform and stood in front of them. Her roar instantly made Benno slacken his hold.

“Enough,” the executive officer of the Nepenthe said.

The boy fell to his knees, nearly hugging the ground as the air traveled back into his lungs. He coughed for a long minute while trying to regain his senses.

“Congratulations,” Creull said. “You were the last two still standing, so I have decided to include both of you in the crew.”

Benno grunted. It was his way of saying thanks.

“Don’t thank me yet—your trials are just beginning,” Creull said, pointing towards another trail leading up towards the cleft of rock where the shuttlecraft had landed. “Go up to the shuttle.”

Benno turned and began making his way up the path.

The boy slowly got up. His throat still hurt and he was barely conscious, but at least it was a victory of sorts.

“I decided to accept you because you showed great courage against an opponent who clearly outmatched you,” Creull said. “What is your name, youngling?”

“Duncan,” the boy said. “Duncan Hauk.”


6 Crossroads

The Nepenthe left Far Tortuga’s high orbit a few hours later and proceeded towards the system’s nearby shadow zone. In order to include the chief engineer in the meeting, Captain Dangard had decided to hold the gathering at a bulkhead near the main engineering section. Only the senior officers of the vessel were present.

Commander Creull uploaded her report into the ship’s AI while her left hand gripped one of the handholds along the wall. She hated to float around in zero-gee. “Two full shipments of tungsten are in the holds and awaiting manufacturing. I also recruited two spacer cadets; their details are included in the report.”

Captain Dangard turned to look at his chief engineer. “Will the tungsten be enough?”

At first glance, the chief engineer resembled a large, pale six-legged lizard with a stubby tail encased in a cyber-harness. The nytini had evolved from a low-gravity world shrouded in perpetual twilight, and when in the presence of bright illumination they wore special goggles over their six eyes that were evenly situated along the sides of their beak-like snouts. With their love of technology, many members of this species naturally gravitated to becoming starship techs.

Chief Engineer Viniimn of the 23rd Percentile flicked out a forked tongue while he remained tethered along a nearby wall. It was a common habit amongst his species. “Depends on what you want, Captain. It’s more than enough to replenish our gauss cannon ammo. Is there anything else you need?”

The captain nodded. “Yes; how many additional lancer missiles can you build?”

Viniimn thought about it for a second as his personal AI interface did some quick calculations. “Another two hundred, which would bring our total inventory of lancers to eight hundred.”

Dangard licked his lips. “Good. Make it so. How are our carbon stocks?”

“We should have a good amount since our holds are mostly full,” Viniimn said. “What do you have in mind?”

Dangard seemed to look off into space. “Mass drivers. Enough to move a half-dozen class-six asteroids. Can you give them the same AI as the warbots?”

“Not a problem,” the chief engineer said. Masters of cybernetics, the nytini were prime manufacturers of neural interfaces and exoskeletons; it was said the moment a nytini youngling was born, the child would immediately be fitted with a personal exoskeleton to enhance their strength and expand their knowledge through tutorial injections via their neural com-links. Nytini were firm believers in AI, and provided a lot of technological expertise to the Union.

Lieutenant Garrett Strand floated in the lower part of the deserted corridor. “Captain, if I could ask, what do we need the mass drivers for?”

Dangard gave him a wry smile. “To move asteroids, of course.”

Strand resisted the urge to snort.

The captain placed both palms up. “Alright, it was a lousy joke. The truth is, we’ll need them when we meet up at the rendezvous with the ones who hired us.”

Strand raised an eyebrow. “This brings me to another question: who did hire us?”

“I don’t really know. It was a synthetic who approached me, and they paid half the money right away.”

“You’ve never met this synth before?” Strand asked.

Dangard shook his head. “Nope.”

“But he knew you were the captain of this ship,” Strand said. “It means he’s got intel on you.”

Creull turned to face the young lieutenant. “What are you getting at?”

“Look,” Strand said. “We got hired and paid for what was to be a routine boarding job. All of a sudden we went up against a Star Force heavy cruiser, and now we’re knee deep in some sort of classified black ops affair.”

“That’s why I intend to find out more about the one who hired us,” Dangard said. “We’ll head first to the Kolob system and get some intel over there, then we decide whether to hand over our prisoners or not.”

Strand narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t believe the captain had accepted the mission on such a vague premise. “I don’t like this. I think we ought to put it to a vote right now.”

“We need to get more information first,” Dangard said. “Once we figure out why these two women are so valuable, we’ll put it to a general vote for the crew.”

Strand clenched his jaw but remained silent. He was thinking of putting it to a vote at that instant, but decided not to for the time being. Unlike the various militaries of the major factions, the Nepenthe followed a form of democracy; the captain had been duly elected and held absolute authority, especially during battle. Anyone could fight a duel over disagreements or even against a superior, but Creull made sure no one messed with the captain, for she always stood by his side and would fight anyone to the death if challenged.

The captain raised an eyebrow at Strand.”Since you haven’t answered, I take it you’ll go along with this plan of action?”

“The crew are starting to ask questions,” Strand said. “We gotta tell them something, at least.”

“They’re asking questions because of you, Lieutenant,” Creull said. “Why did you disobey the order not to talk with the prisoners?”

Strand bit his lip. He figured they would find out eventually, and expected some sort of upcoming punishment, but were they going to sacrifice his spacers for what he had done? “The subject didn’t want to eat, so all I did was talk to her a little and gain her trust.”

“You were prying,” Creull said. “Going against a direct command.”

“The conversation just happened to drift that way,” Strand said. “What was I supposed to do? And anyway, I have no clue what this is all about. I’m sure the rest of the crew would like to know what we’re fighting for.”

Creull roared in anger. “You will know when we decide it’s time to tell you, not before!”

Dangard raised his hand. “Alright, I will disclose to you what I know, and we’ll lay this out to the entire crew in the next general assembly. Zeno has been able to partially decrypt the hidden files in Dhara Hayer’s implant chip.” He turned and gestured at the synthetic to continue.

Zeno was floating nearby, and he finally began talking. “Yes, our analysis indicated Dr. Hayer sent frequent encrypted communiqués to Kolob, and the others in her secretive project did likewise. It is highly probable that all the collated information we need is there.”

Strand pursed his lips. Kolob was in Union space, and a major transit area. The system had a gas giant and multiple asteroid fields with attending stations, all serving as a hub for the galactic com-link network. “Kolob is a big system; how do we pinpoint the exact location of this intel we need?”

Dangard gave him a confident smirk. “You’ll be deploying your strike team undercover. We’ll need to either hire or take another ship and place a small unit to infiltrate one of the networks in the main space station.”

“Based on what I could find, it seems the Science Institute has a sort of communications center somewhere in Azusa Station,” Zeno said. “We infiltrate and then extract the information we need from there.”

Strand let out a deep breath. “It will have to be a very small team. We’ll be going through a lot of security checks just to get to the station. Where will the Nepenthe be?”

“Near the far edge of one of the shadow zones at the other side of the star system,” Dangard said. “We’ll stay close to the dark matter clouds, which should mask most of our heat signature. If need be, we can cause a major distraction should we decide to fire up the thrusters.”

Viniimn flicked his tongue. “The moment the Nepenthe reveals itself, the panic she’ll cause will bring the entire system to a standstill. What we can do is commit a mass driver or two and push a few of the asteroids we find in Kolob, say on a collision course with each other. It ought to create enough of a distraction without having to reveal the ship.”

“Good idea,” Dangard said. “We’ll go with that plan instead.”

Strand crossed his arms. “Sounds okay so far, but I’m still in the dark with regards to our prisoners. Dr. Hayer hasn’t said a word since we captured her.”

Creull held up a stubby hand and retracted her claws. “Why do we not just interrogate Hayer? I’m sure a bit of pain will do wonders on her current noncompliance.”

“Several reasons,” Dangard said. “I’d like to get her on our side, for one. Secondly, I don’t think she realizes what they have in terms of the girl’s true capabilities.”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “Based on the forensics we did on her AI chip, it seems Dr. Hayer merely believes the juvenile is special in some way since Maeve Lindros survived an artifact discharge while still a baby in her mother’s womb.”

Strand raised an eyebrow. They had not given him the summary. “What?”

“I sorted through the report for a bit, but I’m still in the dark with all this,” Viniimn said. “The summary stated this Maeve was the only survivor when an antecessor artifact her parents were working on exploded?”

Zeno nodded. He found these human gestures mostly useless, but they seemed to add weight when making a point during conversations. “Correct. Dr. Hayer thinks the child is the key to unlock something, but she does not fully know what. Maeve’s parents died, and she was transplanted to an artificial womb, where they studied her. She was kept in a lab until adolescence before her attempted transfer back to Earth. Dr. Hayer’s theory is that the power of this artifact somehow resides within Maeve’s body, but she does not know what it does.”

“The Institute’s database in Azusa Station has all the classified files on every artifact being studied in Union space,” Dangard said. “If we can figure out which artifact this girl was exposed to, then we can make a determination as to how valuable she truly is.”

Creull narrowed her eyes while glancing at the captain. “What about our contract to deliver this youngling? We’ll be late to the rendezvous point if we do this.”

“It can wait,” Dangard said. “I want to find out what this Maeve is truly worth first. When the representative of our employer briefed us, they said to expect an armed escort. None of us anticipated going up against a Union heavy cruiser, but we prevailed because we were prepared. The other fact is that Dr. Hayer was willing to kill her own ward to prevent us from taking her. This tells me she’s more valuable than this contract we were given suggests.”

“Still a pretty good contract if we forego Kolob and just deliver the goods as promised though,” Viniimn said. “And we already got paid half of it.”

Strand looked away and stared out into space. He figured if they put it to a vote now, the majority of the crew would take the easy way out and hand the two prisoners over. He felt sorry for Maeve, for he had begun to take a liking to her.

Dangard sighed. “It’s not about greed, even though this is our chosen vocation. I just have a feeling this girl is the most valuable thing in the galaxy, and we could get a lot more than the contract’s current value.”

“But we would break our bond,” Viniimn said, his lisping, syrupy accent obvious. “No one will ever offer us another contract again.”

“We are within our rights to break contract,” Dangard said. “No liner ever gets escorted in secret by a heavy cruiser. Every agreement we make, the employer must furnish us with accurate details as to what the opposition is fielding. If someone has broken the contract, it’s the ones who hired us.”

“Statistics-wise, we still have a high chance to get more contracts in the future,” Zeno said. “The aims of the various factions in this galaxy change all the time. We’ve been hired by both the Union and the Concordance many times before, even when they knew we worked for the other side at one time or another.”

“Alright then,” Viniimn said. “You have my support.”

Dangard gave a single nod. “Good. Anything else we need to discuss for now?”

“Just curious about these two new spacers we got from Far Tortuga,” Viniimn said as his other eyes filtered through the virtual report. “Why do we always recruit younglings at those ages?”

“There’s a reason for it,” Creull said. “The older ones tend to have misplaced loyalties, and we can’t have that. Children with no families or attachments adapt best to our kind of life.”

“I’ve been to Far Tortuga many times,” Dangard said. “The kids found on that world are hardy types, and they’ve got nothing to lose. If we can grow their loyalty to the point where they are willing to lay down their lives for this ship, then we’ve gained valuable assets for the crew.”

Zeno looked up at them. “Those two new recruits have a probable life expectancy of only a few months. I would bet the bigger boy will survive though; despite being fourteen standard years of age, his body is almost that of an adult.”

“I shall take that wager,” Creull said. “The smaller boy is a year younger, but I saw the fire in his eyes. Size and strength are no match against knowledge and determination.”


7 Novice

Duncan Hauk heard a soft voice calling out to him. The feminine tone bore an eerie resemblance to his mother’s. “You may open your eyes now.”

The boy did, and was almost instantly blinded by the intense white glare. He sat up by the side of the automed machine and squinted up at a holographic image of a woman’s face staring back at him.

“How are you doing?” the voice asked.

Hauk ran his hand along his nose, feeling the synthetic skin patch over the repaired cartilage. Looking down at the rest of his naked body, he realized all his scars and old wounds had been healed. “I’m okay.”

“Good,” the voice said. “I am Sappho, the ship’s AI. You have spent the last two days in the automed device to heal any injuries you might have sustained over the course of your life. Tissue samples have also been taken in order to grow replacement body parts for you in case of future needs.”

The boy placed his hand along the back of his neck and felt a slight bump just beneath his left temporal bone. “You stuck something in me.”

“Correct. All crewmembers are implanted with an AI com-link chip. This means my entire complement of user functions can be accessed through any direct communication channels to and from this ship. It will also serve as a locator and transponder in case of separation from this vessel.”

A virtual finger materialized and pointed towards a full-body jumpsuit and assorted gear on a nearby table. “The earpiece will allow you to hear audio communications. A throat microphone is embedded in the collar of your skinsuit, which has been printed to your size. Please put them on.”

Hauk walked over to the table and began donning the outerwear.

“In the event of a loss of atmosphere, you will need to put on a helmet and gloves, which may be found in any of the emergency cabinets that line every corridor and room in the vessel,” Sappho said. “Once fully outfitted, your skinsuit will enable you to withstand non-atmospheric environments.”

The suit matched the contours of his body. Hauk bent down and started putting the boots on. He had studied these things before, using the galactic net. “This suit uses mechanical counterpressure to prevent bodily expansion in a vacuum, right?”

“Correct. Alarms will be activated in the event of atmospheric loss, so you should have some time to find an emergency cabinet. Nevertheless, it is good to be familiar with these locations for quick access.”

Hauk remembered being given a cursory examination after coming onboard. Afterwards he was told to strip off his rags and was placed into the automed, a thick, coffin-like device. He had fallen into a deep sleep the moment the automed’s lid was closed over him. Looking around, he couldn’t tell where they had placed his old belongings. “Where’s my stuff?”

“I’m sorry, did you say stuff?”

One of the things he always carried was an old, faded photograph of his mother, his most prized possession. Now he couldn’t find it. “The stuff I brought with me, where is it?”

“I do recall sorting through your possessions. The pile included two articles of clothing, a pair of shoes, a string purse containing bits of rock and assorted coinage, and one hardcopy portrait of a human female.”

The boy’s temper was up. “So where is it?”

“All your possessions have been recycled.”

Hauk wanted to scream. He shifted his torso and delivered a kick to the side of the automed, making a hollow clang. Balling his hands into fists, the boy wanted to fight. “Why did you do that?”

Sappho’s voice remained emotionless. “As per captain’s orders. All new recruits will be relieved of their previous inventory.”

He took a swing at the hologram, but his fist passed right through the virtual light field as he punched nothing but air. Hauk wanted to trash the entire room, but the table counters were bare; it seemed the AI had expected him to do just that. After a few seconds, his anger was overcome by a tragic sense of loss, and tears began welling in his eyes.

No, I won’t let them get the better of me. Choking back his tears, Hauk relaxed his stance and took a few deep breaths. His intense emotions started to dissipate. I’m stronger than this.

The door at the right side of the room opened, revealing an empty corridor.

“Good,” Sappho said. “Now please proceed to the assembly room.”

The boy turned and walked out of the medbay. He let Sappho’s voice in his earpiece guide him as he turned into a junction before making his way in front of a large open doorway. He could hear the sounds of jeering coming from its interior.

When he faced the doorway and entered, Hauk ended up in a high-ceilinged room with a raised platform near the opposite side. There were about ten older youths wearing the same clothing as him, and they were all standing in a semi-circle, laughing and throwing insults at someone in the center.

Alerted by his presence, one of the youths turned and stared at him. “Hey look, the second worm just woke up!”

The group quickly shifted their gaze in his direction. A tall, swarthy young man with curly hair strode up to him. “Well, well, well. Another new recruit. My implant chip tells me your name is Hauk, and you’re just a pathetic little boy.”

Hauk’s own implant chip had begun feeding him information, since it had a neural link to his brain. The ship’s AI told him he was staring right up at Spacer Sergeant Ripoll Keo. “Spacer Cadet Hauk reporting for duty.”

Keo turned and chuckled. “Look at this kid, he thinks he’s a spacer!”

From the corner of his eye, Hauk could see Benno Holmes standing at attention near the edge of the platform. It seemed they had been heckling him for some time. Benno flicked his eyes in Hauk’s direction, but he remained at rigid attention.

Keo tapped the boy on the forehead with his finger. “Hey, don’t look over there at your fellow worm; I’m right here.”

“Sorry, Sergeant,” Hauk said tersely. He didn’t want to lose his temper unless he had to.

Puteri Sin smiled while placing her hands on her hips. “Is this new one a brown-noser or just being smart?”

Keo pointed to where Benno was standing. “Worm, get over there and stand at attention beside your fellow maggot.”

The moment Hauk stepped past him, Keo pushed him from behind. Hauk maintained his balance as he stumbled forward, using his hands to keep himself from falling to the floor.

Diego Rodriguez was the tallest, and he stood beside Puteri while laughing along with the others. “Keo, you messed up. That worm’s still standing.”

The spacer sergeant walked up to the two recruits, who now stood side by side near the stage. “Now that you’re both present, we can really get started!”

A loud whoop came from the others.

Keo grinned as he stood in front of them. “Welcome to the Nepenthe. You two may think you’re spacer cadets, but guess what—you’re not!”

The sergeant moved closer, until his face was less than half a meter away, while he stared down at Hauk. “Right now, you both aren’t even cadets, and definitely not spacers. You gotta earn that rank. Right now you’re both the lowest of the low. So what’s pale and fat and crawls on the ground? A maggot. That’s what you both are.”

Hauk said nothing. He wasn’t sure what Benno was thinking, but according to ship’s regulations, attacking a ranking superior would have serious repercussions, so he had to keep his true feelings in check. He had been through worse than this, so he began to mentally harden himself to resist the insults and taunts.

“As worms, I can do anything I want with you,” Keo said. “But I’m gonna give you a chance. That’s right, I’m gonna give you a chance to take a shot at me. You up for it? Come on, any takers?”

“I would be,” Benno said softly. He had been jeered and spat at for the last thirty minutes while Hauk was still waking up. Benno knew the rules, since his own AI implant was constantly feeding him information, but now the sergeant had given him the legal opening he needed.

Several of the youths facing them clapped, while others started yelling in unison. “Keo! Keo! Keo!”

Keo grinned as he turned and jumped up onto the stage. “Okay, Benno the big worm. Come on up here!”

Hauk could only stare in silence as the bigger boy pushed himself up onto the platform. Several of the older youths began making bets, while Puteri and another girl giggled, staring at Keo, who had taken off the top part of his skinsuit to show off his muscular chest. Benno had a deathlike stare as he began a slow circle, while Keo got into a fighting stance.

Suddenly, it was over. Benno lay on his side, and his bloodied face barely registered what had happened. Hauk could only stare in wonderment as he marveled at the way the sergeant had moved. In a span of less than two seconds, Keo had kicked Benno’s forward kneecap until it caved in, and quickly delivered a series of vicious blows onto the bridge of his opponent’s nose.

Benno never really had a chance, Hauk thought. I’ve got a lot to learn if I’m gonna beat him one day.

Keo pointed a finger at him. “Okay, little maggot, you up for it too? Come on, don’t be a coward!”

Puteri stood beside Hauk and wagged her own finger at Keo. “You leave this one alone. He’s kinda cute!”

Keo straightened his stance while sneering contemptuously at Hauk. “You gonna make him your bedboy, Puteri?”

Puteri giggled. “I might do just that. You may be good at fighting but you sure ain’t good in bed.”

A loud howl erupted from the others. Keo’s face reddened.

The sergeant grimaced. He stared down at Hauk, his shame at being insulted by a fellow spacer compressing into a tight ball of anger. “Get up here, worm. Right now!”

“Belay that order,” a voice called out from the other end of the hall.

Everyone turned. Standing by the entryway was Garrett Strand. He gave the sergeant a look of nonchalance as he strode forward. “Beating on recruits again, Keo? I told you before that stuff like this won’t ever get you past the rank of spacer sergeant, no matter what your other abilities are.”

Keo stood at attention. “It was a formal challenge to a duel, sir. He accepted the terms and we fought as per the rules, LT.”

Strand walked up to the edge of the platform. “You mean you used the rules to goad him into fighting you. Just remember that we’re all in this together. These recruits will end up having to fight side by side with all of you, and this sort of hazing will no longer be tolerated. Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir,” Keo said.

Strand gave a pitiful look to Benno, who still seemed dazed by the attack. The recruit had a broken nose and had most probably sustained a concussion. “Get him to the medbay, Sergeant. And after that come see me in my office. I know you’re still wound up from the last action we saw, so I got another assignment for you.”

“Yes, sir,” Keo said before crouching down to take Benno by his arms and leading the injured youth down the stage before leaving the room.

“The rest of you, stop wasting time,” Strand said. “I’ll be going away for a few days to hitch a ride on a freighter, so I want all the ordinance ready when I get back. This means full recalibration of all warbots, including extended range fusion thruster attachments on their hardpoints. After that y’all better get extra simulator time on your a-suits. Any score below ninety-nine gets relegated to damage control duties. Get moving.”

The spacers dutifully filed out of the room. Hauk wasn’t sure if the lieutenant was addressing him too, so he continued standing at attention.

Strand glanced over at Puteri, who was one of the last in the group making her way out of the hall. “Puteri.”

She turned around and stood at attention. “Yes, LT.”

Strand pointed at the young boy. “From here on out I’m designating you as training mentor for the two recruits. Get them up to speed.”

“Yes, sir,” Puteri said.

Strand began moving towards a door at the other side of the room. “That is all. Dismissed.”

Puteri gestured at the boy to follow her. “Come on, this way.”

Hauk walked alongside her as they exited the room and moved down to a lower deck. The gravity soon became less pronounced and there was a bounce to their steps. The habitable section of the Nepenthe was at the outermost layer of the spinning wheel section; as they got closer to the interior of the vessel, the lessening centrifugal force meant they would soon be at null-gee. Their arms began to float while their boots automatically adjusted to magnetic mode, allowing them to stay rooted to the flooring.

“You’ll have to forgive Keo,” Puteri said as they rounded a corner. “He’s an adrenaline junkie who can’t wait to get back into combat again. He gets a bit too hyper during downtime, so he tries to take it out on anybody he can challenge.”

Hauk shrugged. “He didn’t do anything to me. Benno won’t forget that though.”

“Were you and Benno friends back on Far Tortuga?”

The boy shook his head. “He was in another gang.”

“I see,” Puteri said. “You fought with him?”

“We fought each other to get accepted here,” Hauk said. “The riwwr stopped it.”

“You mean Commander Creull. She’s female, by the way.”

“I don’t know too much about her species,” Hauk said. “Is she the only alien on this ship?”

“Nope. Our chief engineer and three others are nytini, and we’ve got a synthetic—but yeah, we’re a mostly human crew.”

“I met the synth,” Hauk said. “Is he part of the ship’s AI too?”

“Zeno? Oh no, he’s distinct. The ship AI wanted to merge with him but he refused. It’s one of the traits of synthetics, they seem to want to keep their individuality. They like to be referred to as people, just like us. I guess that’s why Zeno took on a human-looking form instead of just becoming like a box or something.”

“The ship AI made herself look like a human hologram.”

“Sappho makes adjustments to her looks depending on who she’s talking to. I guess it’s to help make people at ease.”

Hauk bit his lip. Did Sappho scan his memories in order to resemble his mother? “I don’t trust her.”

“Sappho used to have the same name as the ship, but people got confused so she adopted another. I don’t think it matters to AIs what their name is. Chief Engineer Viniimn even has his own name for her in his native language. Sappho is okay; she won’t betray any of your secrets, trust me.”

Hauk looked away. “She took away my mother’s picture. It was my only remembrance of her.”

Puteri glanced at him. She noticed the sadness in his eyes. “I’m sorry, but we all went through it. The captain believes one has to get rid of old attachments in order to form new bonds. Your mother, is she still alive?”

The boy shook his head.

Puteri smiled and gave him a gentle nudge on the elbow. “We’re your family now. This ship is your new mother. Think of the other spacers as your brothers and sisters, and imagine the officers as your aunts and uncles.”

Hauk kept quiet. He didn’t want to forget about her.

“I can tell you really loved your mother,” Puteri said softly. “You’re lucky. I was happy to get away from my parents.”

The boy gave her a quizzical look. “What’s your homeworld?”

“Hippo Regius.”

“I’ve heard about it,” Hauk said. “It’s an ocean planet, right?”

She nodded. “Yep. A few scattered islands here and there, and the rest is just open water. Most of the habitats are floating cities. The sun shines brightly because it’s really close to its parent star, and you gotta wear special goggles when you go out or you’ll go blind. You need some bio-gel for your skin too, or you’ll get really, really sunburned. I learned to be a good swimmer when I was still small; I guess that’s why I’m one of the top scorers in zero-gee training.”

“Must be a nice place. My homeworld had no water that wasn’t recycled. I don’t even know how to swim.”

“It’s nice if you got money,” Puteri said wistfully. “My family had nothing. My daddy got into debt, and I got sold away.”

Hauk’s eyes opened wide. “What? Hippo Regius is in Union space. Slavery is illegal there, isn’t it?”

“Don’t let official Union propaganda fool you,” Puteri said. “They say there are no slaves in the Union, unlike in the Concordance territories, but there are—they just go about it differently.”

The boy’s self pity was replaced by curiosity. “What do you mean?”

“Contracts are everything in the Union,” Puteri said. “Once you sign one, you’re bound to it and its enforceable everywhere. My daddy got into gambling and he was a heavy drinker. He ran up so much debt he had to sign away his parental rights over me in order to help pay back what he owed.”

Hauk winced. He remembered the time he was starving, soon after his mother had died. The unspeakable things he did just to keep himself from dying filled him with shame.

“So I was used and abused for a time,” Puteri said. “I hated it, of course, so I ran away. I don’t know how but I somehow made it back home. The moment I saw my mother at the door I felt safe. Guess what happened next?”

“I don’t know. Tell me.”

“My mother took one look at me and handed me back over to the ones who owned my rights,” Puteri said. “At that moment I knew I was alone in the whole galaxy.”

Hauk looked down at the floor. The loud metallic clicks of his magnetic soles reverberated through the recycled air. “How did you end up here?”

“I ran away again,” Puteri said. “I learned a few skills and used my body to get from one world to the next, until I bumped into Lieutenant Strand while he was undercover during a mission.”

“Yeah?”

Puteri nodded. “Yeah, it was just blind luck. I was looking for something to steal in this marketplace at Lemuria when I spotted a guy who looked suspicious. I followed him into an alleyway, where he got jumped by somebody else—a riwwr. I still don’t know why, but the two of them started fighting, and one of their weapons fell onto the ground beside me.”

Hauk could only blink in surprise. He could hardly believe what she was saying. “Wow. Then what?”

“I made a choice when I picked up the weapon. Shoot one or the other, or just run. I shot the riwwr just as he was about to tear Strand’s throat out. I wounded the riwwr on the first shot, and the second shot killed him. The lieutenant just stood there and looked at me.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

“He was silent for a bit, then he asked me if I wanted a job.”

Hauk suppressed the urge to laugh. “That’s a hell of a story.”

“It is, and it’s true,” Puteri said. “Everyone’s got their own little tale about how they ended up here, but one thing’s for sure—we’re all loyal to each other, and ain’t no one gonna mess with us anymore.”


8 The Aphid

News and information traveled across Union space via drone couriers. This massive fleet of fully autonomous small craft would continuously dart in and out of the dark matter fields of every major star system, exchanging data with every passing starship before relaying the latest updates back and forth to a chain of communications satellites across the galactic network. Core worlds had a better information hub due to their more developed relay infrastructure, and news reports traveled fast. Frontier worlds would sometimes experience information delays of weeks—or sometimes even months—before any news from the other side of the galaxy could be updated onto their planetary servers.

The first shadow zone was discovered just beyond the heliopause of the Sol system, and with it the subsequent invention of the tesseract drive occurred a hundred years later, giving humanity the keys to traverse across the stars. Named after its discoverer, the Brinton Shadow Zone quickly became the prime information hub of the galactic net in the entire sector. With hundreds of passing starships and t-drive-equipped information couriers making their way back and forth across the area at every single hour, the unceasing flow of information became a profitable opportunity for those who had the guts and talents to exploit it.

Randy Art Smith smiled while staring into the ship’s command console. He had named his little spacecraft the Eloise, and even though she didn’t have a t-drive, he felt the ship’s unusual capabilities were more than adequate for the kind of work he did. “Emmet? You good to go?”

His brother’s shrill voice came over the earpiece. “Yeah, just about. Now don’t you use the thrusters like what you did the last time, goddamn it. I’m gonna stay tethered like I always do.”

Randy shrugged. “Yeah, yeah. I had to pull us out because of an alert.”

“Well, you tell me beforehand. I nearly got my arms and legs ripped out of my sockets the last time you pulled that stunt. Give me a few seconds’ notice so I can let go at least.”

“Yeah, yeah. Coming up on the drone. Stand by.”

The Eloise was once a small pleasure yacht, but Randy had her heavily modified after he bought the secondhand spacecraft ten years before. The ship’s bow was replaced with a long stem with jutting heatsinks, terminating into a large bowl-shaped plate, giving her profile a slight semblance to an umbrella. Randy also added external water tanks that were attached to the side of the hull, to be used as a sort of stealth thruster whenever the Eloise got too close to the network hub’s security perimeter.

Randy and his kind were called aphids, so named after the terrestrial parasitic insects who sucked off sap from plants. He had worked his way up as a load supervisor after growing up poor on Mars, but there was never enough money to make a decent living from it. After a stint in prison for theft, he fell in with a group of convicted aphids and soon learned the secrets of their trade. Not long after his release, Randy worked for one of their crews, bringing in his younger brother to help out. A few years later, they had saved up enough to go on their own, and now Randy and Emmet were truly independent.

Keeping an eye on the proximity sensor, Randy maneuvered his little ship until she got closer to the disabled drone. Autonomous courier drones worked nonstop, but there were times when they needed to be serviced, and their simple AI programming would shut off their engines and await a maintenance ship with the right transponder codes in order to be repaired.

Randy smiled as he began a deceleration maneuver in order to match velocities and heading with the drifting drone courier. Ejecting small spurts of steam as a propellant was a slow process, but at least it didn’t alert his target. The cooled, lightweight radar absorbent plate in front of his ship masked the Eloise against most radiation tracking sensors; all the target could see around it would be the usual random noise which characterized this busy area. With all her navigation and external lights turned off, the Eloise would be nothing more than an encroaching shadow coming upon the unsuspecting courier ship.

Within minutes, he had expertly piloted the Eloise until she now drifted side by side with the courier drone. Checking the long-range sensors, he could tell the repair ship was at least twelve hours away. Plenty of time. He activated the com-link to his brother. “Matched heading and velocity with target. All yours, Emmet.”

“Roger. Opening airlock.”

Sorting through the external camera feeds, he saw his brother using the EVA thruster pack to propel himself out of the airlock. Randy judged the distance to be within a hundred meters, so the trailing tether line being unspooled from the airlock’s interior ought to be enough. Within seconds, his brother was on his way towards the equally darkened hull of the sleeping drone.

“I’ll reach the target’s hull in about five minutes,” Emmet said over the com-link.

“Roger that,” Randy said. Despite the intense security precautions to keep the data they carried secure, there was always a flaw to be exploited in the system. Randy and the other aphids had learned that while encryption was strong when the drones relayed their data streams over the secure com-link channels of the net, there was only a simple network lock on their maintenance ports. Therefore the best way to hack the data these drones carried would be to physically access their interface ports and download the unencrypted info streams by hand.

“I reached the drone’s hull,” Emmet said. “Activated magnetic boots.”

Randy switched over to his brother’s suit cameras, allowing him to observe at close range. With only the small shoulder lights on the skinsuit running, the rest of the scene was shrouded in darkness. “You didn’t forget the drill, did you?”

“Of course I brought it along. What do you think I am, an idiot?”

Randy watched his brother take out a power drill dangling from his utility belt. Emmet began walking along the shadowy hull of the drone ship until he stood in front of one of the maintenance panels.

“Here goes,” Emmet said. He crouched down and began to unscrew the covering on the emergency access ports of the drone. Emmet also carried a fist-sized server unit in his belt, and he would just plug it into the open port interface once the panel was removed.

Randy let out a yawn while stretching his arms. He could easily afford to buy a robot to do all the things his brother was currently working on, but he felt Emmet had to earn his share of the profits, and the cost savings of not having to buy a bot would only get them closer to their dream. Randy figured it would be another few years before they could happily retire and buy a couple of luxury villas in Mars’s exclusive Valles Marineris suburb.

“What’s that?” his brother said over the com-link.

For a few seconds Randy was momentarily confused. “What’s what?”

Emmet’s loud breathing could be heard over the com-link. “I thought I saw some movement from the corner of my eye.”

Randy shook his head. “What are you talking about? It’s just us out here.”

“I’m telling you, I saw something.”

“Where, Emmet?”

“I thought I saw something moving along the other side of this drone’s hull. When I held up the light it was gone.”

Randy snorted. “You’re imagining things.”

“I’m not kidding, goddamn it,” Emmet said. “Can you swing the Eloise around and take a look?”

Randy rolled his eyes. Emmet always had an oversized imagination, even when they were kids. “If I do that I’m going to have to release the tether line; it’s close to full extension already.”

There was a slight pause. An indicator popped up on the console, indicating that Emmet had released his tether. “Just do it, okay? All I can see right now is what’s ahead of me.”

Randy cursed. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do a rotation, but I’m not activating the lights. With the tether loose you’re gonna have to use more go juice with the thruster pack to get back here.”

“Okay, just do it and report back.”

“Yeah, yeah. Keep working on the panel in the meantime; this is just another one of your false alarms.”

“I’m telling you, I saw something. Now hurry up and look!”

Hissing with irritation, Randy placed his right hand on the control stick and activated the maneuvering thrusters again. Letting out a few jets of steam from her port side, the Eloise began a slow orbit around the target craft. As the other side of the drone’s hull came into view, Randy activated his ship’s passive sensors.

The ship’s onboard computer adjusted the sensor readings and converted them into a virtual picture. The moving images leapt out at him, making Randy open his mouth in mute terror. His brother was correct. Two humanoid security robots, their magnetized feet allowing them to move freely along the length of the hull, were moving slowly and deliberately towards the aft side of the superstructure, hoping to catch his brother unawares by coming up from behind.

Randy began a counter-rotation maneuver to get his brother back in view. “Jesus Antecessor! Emmet! There’s bots on the other side. Hang on.”

Emmet’s bewildered voice reverberated through the audio speakers. “What?”

“There’s sec bots moving around out there. Blast off and get back in here!”

Letting go of the power tool, Emmet immediately pushed a button on his left wrist, disengaging the magnetic soles of his boots. He was just about to activate the thruster pack when the two bots came into view along the far side of the drone’s hull and fired their lasers at him. The flashing bursts of pulsed heat impacted his left side, burning through the flexible outer layer of his skinsuit and scorching along the length of his left arm, all the way to the bone.

Randy could hear his brother’s screams as his shaking hands maneuvered the Eloise back to the flipside of the drone’s hull. “Emmet!”

With his left arm no longer functioning, Emmet still attempted to activate the thruster pack using his right hand, but the second burst of pulsed laser fire hit the left side of the oversized backpack, burning through the outer material and penetrating into the propellant tank. There was a short, sudden implosion as what was left of Randy’s brother was thrust out into the darkness. The robots continued their merciless barrage, still firing their lasers at the unending night.

Tears covered Randy’s eyelids, blurring his vision as he accelerated to maximum speed with the water tanks, their scant thrust barely giving the ship much delta-V. The accursed drone courier slowly receded away from his exterior camera views. Randy felt like turning around and ramming the damned courier ship for getting his brother killed, but his own sense of self-preservation had won out.

What am I gonna tell my sister-in-law? He kept looking at the cascade of numbers on the console that indicated the relative distance between the Eloise and the galactic network’s security zone perimeter. He figured it would take the Eloise at least thirty minutes until she was well enough inside the designated public transport corridor, and he could fire up the ship’s fusion engine to make the trip back to Phobos Station without arousing suspicion. The half an hour wait was going to be excruciating, especially when all he could think about was Emmet’s screams, which would surely haunt him until his dying days.

A high-pitched alarm jolted him out of his lethargic grief. Wiping the tears away from his eyes, Randy turned to look at his virtual map and let out a terror-filled yelp. Another spacecraft was in the area, and it was closing in on him fast.

Randy pressed the emergency button on his console. The Eloise quickly jettisoned the side water tanks and the nose plate while activating her plasma radiators. Less than a second later the fusion drive started as the auxiliary power unit diverted all the ship’s energy into the small reactor near the aft module, firing up the old thrusters.

Within moments, his head and shoulders were pressed into the accelerator couch. There was no longer any reason for subtlety; he had to get away by any means possible. Randy grimaced as he closed the faceplate over his helmet. The Eloise was easily doing two-and-a-half-gees of acceleration, her deployed plasma radiators giving out the effect of glowing butterfly wings. He should be able to lose his pursuer once he got to the main spaceway. Should be there in five minutes. Once the background noise picks up, I’ll shut down and do another stealth maneuver, he thought.

Glancing at the virtual map, Randy let out another gasp. The pursuing small craft not only matched his velocity, but actually surpassed it. The enemy ship trying to intercept him was doing close to six-gees of acceleration.

Randy’s lips trembled. He recalled the one time they nearly got caught. Both him and his brother were part of an aphid crew, busy doing their work sucking up the information bank on one disabled drone courier when a patrol ship spotted them. Randy and Emmet were both able to deactivate their magnetic boots and the tether wire strung them along like dangling toys as their employer’s ship accelerated away. The intense g-forces had knocked him unconscious for a time, and Randy woke up while still suspended in space. Emmet had reeled him back into the airlock. It seemed the patrol ship attempted to pursue, but their aphid ship ran near the folds of the shadow zone until they both lost sight of each other.

Figuring it was the best thing to do, Randy twisted the control stick, altering his ship’s heading towards the Brinton Shadow Zone. If he could just get towards the outer rim, it ought to be enough to shield the Eloise’s sensor readings.

His seeming confidence was quickly torn away when he felt a shudder. A series of noises suddenly erupted. The first sounded like a distant tapping, followed by a loud bang. When the alarm bells rang, he knew it was all over for him. The Eloise shook and began to decelerate.

Randy gritted his teeth. They shot at her. Blinking lights on his console indicated his ship’s hull had been ruptured and her fusion drive was heavily damaged. Randy could have done some evasive maneuvering, but he was never trained in the arts of war and never expected it. He shook his head in both despair and disbelief. It was supposed to be against the law to fire any kind of weapon inside a transport corridor, for any ordinance that missed might end up hitting someone else. Whoever wanted him must have really wanted him very badly.

Shutting off the drive, he had just begun unstrapping himself from the gravity harness when he heard the earsplitting noise of metal being torn apart. Looking up, Randy screamed as a bald man with skin of midnight blue tore open the wall above the cockpit, reached down and grabbed him by his neck.

Randy tried to fight him off, but the adversary’s singlehanded grip around his throat was too powerful, nearly rupturing his suit’s neck seal. It felt like a vise was being tightened around his airway; the excruciating pain was making it hard for him to breathe. Randy thrashed about, raining hammer blows with his gloved fists at the bluish man’s dispassionate, unyielding face. The purple-colored eyes were unnerving to him, but the pain in his throat was much worse. Randy quickly blacked out.

 

When he came to, Randy found himself bound to an accelerator couch, his hands firmly locked in a secure restraint. His helmet had been taken off, and it looked like he was in the enemy ship’s cockpit. The pain in his throat had settled into a dull ache. With the back of his neck still tender, he let out a series of coughs to help alleviate the dry soreness.

Seconds later the hatch above the small room had opened and the other man floated back inside. The synthetic stared at him with detached eyes that lacked pupils; his dark bluish skin seemed almost black as it glistened from the refraction of the glowing lights coming from the piloting console.

Randy’s pained confusion was replaced by a mix of curiosity, fright, and anger as they both stared at each other. If only he had a weapon. “Why’d you kill my brother but keep me alive, toaster?”

The synthetic continued his silent, unblinking stare. Toaster was slang, a pejorative directed at all sentient AIs, even though it was always ignored by them. Synthetics simply had no use for emotions, so it was practically impossible to provoke them via insults. Nevertheless, humans kept on trying.

“You’re not military,” Randy said. “What are you, a bounty hunter?”

The synthetic’s words were calm, unemotional. It was always hard for them to lie, or to be intentionally sarcastic. “More or less.”

“What does that mean? Who do you work for?”

The synthetic fell silent again. If they could not lie, then they usually kept quiet in order to keep a secret.

Randy had dealt with a few of their kind. There were ways to trick them into telling the truth. Judging from the size of the cockpit it must be a one-man scout ship, so this synthetic must travel alone. “What’s your name, toaster?”

“Kierkegaard One.”

“You work for someone, don’t you? Are you a freelancer with the Star Force?”

“No.”

Randy nodded. “Corporate then. You work for Info-Net? The ones who build and maintain these drones?”

“No,” Kierkegaard said. “Now it is my turn to ask questions. The aphid job you did four months ago—who did you sell the information to?”

Randy was confused. “What? I do plenty of jobs. I don’t remember that far—it’s too long ago.”

In less than half a second, the synthetic’s hand was back on his throat. Randy choked. He tried to breathe in, but his airway was being tightened again.

Kierkegaard loomed closer until his own eyes were just a few centimeters away. Humans always gave out biometric indicators whenever they lied or told the truth. “The drone you and your brother leeched onto four months ago had special courier status. This was an exceptional aphid job and you got paid double—I looked at the numbers. The employers even gave you the transponder codes that day, so you didn’t have to use your stealth.”

“I … they said … they’d kill me.”

The synthetic man tilted his head sideways. “You humans never make any sense. I killed your brother to make a point. I can very well kill you right now. You should be as concerned about this as you are with their threats.”

The viselike grip on Randy’s neck slackened. He was given the chance to talk and he knew it had to be the right answer. “I-I don’t really know who they are. I just got a message from the exchange network, asking if I was willing to do a job for them. They gave me a generous cash advance. I couldn’t say no.”

Kierkegaard reached around the back of the man’s skull until he felt the implant chip. Using his thumb and forefinger, he twisted, then tore it out until the button-sized device was detached from the neural cord.

Randy screamed. It felt like part of his skull had been ripped out. “What did you do that for?”

Kierkegaard shook away the bits of scalp and hair from the chip. Droplets of blood floated about in the microgravity. He placed it in one of the nearby port interfaces by the console. A series of codes were displayed on one of the nearby holographic screens. “This is your banking code? Is this where they sent the money to?”

“Y-yes. Please, just let me go. I-I’ll disappear with my family. You’ll never hear from me again.”

“Now is not the time to bargain. You are simply a businessman contracted for a job, and you did it. All I’m doing is trying to track down the ones who hired you.”

Despite the pain, Randy felt a huge sense of relief. “Thank you. Thank you.”

Kierkegaard wagged a finger at him. “This interrogation is not yet finished. I am sure you were aware the information you took was valuable. Who else did you sell it to?”

Randy shook his head violently. “Nobody else. I’m an honorable guy. Once I get contracted for an aphid job I see it through, and I only give the data to the ones who hired me—nobody else gets it. That’s why my services are always in demand—my reputation has built up through the years.”

“But I’m sure you keep copies of all the work you’ve done,” the synthetic said. “Every competent aphid does it for insurance purposes.”

Randy put his head down. He might not be able to afford a luxury condominium on Mars anymore, but at least he still had his life. Might as well tell it all to this plastic bastard. “There’s a chip underneath the flowerpot in the bedroom of the apartment. That’s where I store all my backups.”

“Is that the only one? No virtual storage?”

“My ship the Eloise has got it hidden in her databanks too—I’ll give you the passcode to access it. That’s all of them.”

“Those would be all the copies? You’re sure?”

Randy nodded. “Yes, I swear to the antecessors. As soon as I get back to Mars I’ll take my wife and kids and bring them out of the apartment so your people can sweep it clean. You can have the Eloise too if you could just bring me back to Phobos Station. I’m sure it’s a generous deal, right?”

Kierkegaard nodded. “A very generous deal. But I’m afraid my own employers gave me strict orders to find the source of the leak and tie up any loose ends.”

Randy was speechless for a second. All he could think of was his wife and children. “No, wait—”

Kierkegaard grabbed Randy by his face and muffled the screams with the palm of his hand. The synthetic made a violent twist, snapping Randy’s neck with a loud crack. After waiting until the convulsions ceased, he turned and activated the com-link channel on his ship.

Hassan Obi’s face soon appeared in the virtual console. The laser com-link had a slight lag due to the great distances involved, so they patiently waited for minutes in between each response. “Hello.”

“Secretary Obi,” Kierkegaard said. “I have traced where the leak occurred. Based on testimony by a freelance operative and the decryption of the banking streams, it seems another corporation is behind it.”

Almost half an hour passed before the response came. “Thank you for the information. Please head back to Earth so I can get your full report. There’ll be plenty of work to do over here.”

“I will do so,” Kierkegaard said. “But I will first dispose of the aphid’s body and his ship. Then I will be taking a side trip to Mars to retrieve any remaining traces of the data. The aphid has a family, and the target data will be located in their housing unit. What would you like me to do with his dependents?”

For a long while Hassan’s face seemed frozen on the holo-screen as the lag time increased slightly due to Earth’s rotation. The response, on the other hand, was crisp and clear. “Continue with the original mandate. Tie up all loose ends … but make it look like an accident.”


9 Practice and Prediction

Adjusting his velocity, Duncan Hauk went in for a steeper angle of attack to avoid the incoming flashes of laser fire. He had reset his a-suit’s jump thrusters to give him an added burst of delta-V, but had woefully misjudged the amount of distance he had to cover. By the time he had realized his mistake and begun an emergency deceleration maneuver, it was almost too late.

The impact against the enemy ship’s hull was mostly absorbed by his battle suit, but it still made his legs hurt, and the sudden stop threw the boy into a temporary state of confusion as the recoil made him tumble backwards into the null gravity of space. The closest warbot spotted his distress and decelerated much sooner in order to try and help. Hauk was able to grab one of the handholds along the machine’s stubby torso and quickly righted himself, just as they both made it back onto the hull’s surface.

Commander Creull’s gruff-sounding voice came over his com-link channel. “What in the fekk are you doing, Hauk? You worthless piece of worm carrion. I told you to stop adjusting your suit’s thrust during the boarding. Now hurry up—the rest of your strike team are already making their way inside!”

It was his twelfth time wearing the Armatus, or a-suit, and he had begun to get more comfortable with it. The powered battle armor would instantly respond to his body movements, like a second skin. Hauk’s main problem was the bewildering array of options when it came to movement and weapon ordinance; everything from thruster velocity to knowing what armament to use in a particular situation had to be learned until it all became second nature. The suit’s AI would automatically give him a set of options, but he always preferred to do it manually. One couldn’t get better by just agreeing to the computer’s suggestions every time.

Hauk crouched down while the warbot beside him used its plasma torch to burn through the ship’s hull. An enemy security bot climbed through a maintenance accessway and opened an exhaust panel less than twenty meters away from them, hoping to damage the incoming raiders using the laser rifle it carried.

Just as the enemy robot popped out of the now opened access panel, Hauk fired a quick burst of tungsten shells from his arm-mounted gauss rifle, decapitating his opponent. Deactivating the magnetic soles on his boots, he quickly made his way over to the wrecked security bot with his leg thrusters.

Why not board from two directions at once? Hauk grabbed what was left of the enemy machine and pulled out the remains before letting go, allowing the headless security bot to float away. As he peered into the opening, his helmet’s sensors failed to detect any other presence within.

Mentally commanding the three nearby warbots to continue their breaching, Hauk pulled himself through the opening and into the maintenance tunnel. The target ship was huge—nearly three kilometers long—so it made sense to have multiple points of entry for maintenance crews. Since his warbots were too big to fit inside the narrow accessway, Hauk went in by himself. The mission had a time limit, and he was hoping to beat the high score.

His lead warbot signaled through his neural link that its breaching had succeeded, and they would now be entering. Hauk mentally ordered them to keep him apprised as to their location at all times. Each warbot acknowledged, and the last affirmative came in a little too harsh and made him wince in pain from the mental feedback.

I need to have Sappho take a look at my neural link when this mission is over, he thought. With his head totally encased in bio-gel, Hauk was unable to talk verbally, and so had to issue mental orders through his AI implant. Sappho would continuously feed his mind information even when he was asleep, and the boy always woke up with a throbbing headache. The Nepenthe’s AI had called it subliminal schooling, the process of learning while being in deep sleep.

Coming upon an exit, Hauk twisted his body around and kicked the hatch open. His helmet’s sensors told him the wide corridor beyond functioned as one of the main junctions used by the crew of the enemy ship. Hauk’s strike team was tasked to disable the vessel by either killing the command crew or shutting down her engines via sabotage. During the planning stage he chose to go after the crewmembers. He’d figured to get extra points by commandeering the ship instead of just disabling her.

With the suit’s sensors telling him it was all clear, Hauk pushed himself out into the main corridor, making sure there was sufficient cover for him to use. His strike team was less than a minute away, so all he had to do now was to keep this corridor secure while his warbots got into position.

A nearby doorway opened, and a human wearing a full skinsuit popped his head out. Hauk instantly reacted the moment his a-suit detected movement, turning in that direction and firing the lasers on his left arm for a snap shot. The resulting barrage of flashing heat burned through almost five centimeters of the crewman’s body, vaporizing his torso and the front of his helmet into steaming globules of plasma. The expiring crewman went into his death throes while floating in the microgravity, his arms and legs twitching spasmodically before all movement ultimately ceased.

For a short while all he could do was stare blankly at the carnage he had just wrought. The crewman he had just killed didn’t look armed. Hauk had seen death before while growing up in Far Tortuga, but this was the first time he had ever experienced killing someone so defenseless. For a few seconds his mind seemed to shunt away all the other information streams as his senses focused on the pitiful corpse floating in front of him.

The beeps coming from the warbot drifting beside him snapped his mind back into focus. Shaking his head to wipe away the last of the mental cobwebs, Hauk concentrated on the task at hand. The next corridor would lead to the bridge, and he had less than a minute to get there.

Bringing up a virtual display of the ship’s interior in his helmet, Hauk quickly inputted minute adjustments into the battle plan. Since there was an AI control room beside the bridge, he instructed one of the warbots to breach it and disable all command links. He would follow behind the other three bots as they made the main assault.

Holding onto the third warbot from the rear, Hauk got his team into position. Engaging the five-second countdown while the first bot began using its plasma torch to breach the door, he mentally told the second bot to ready the stun grenades and fire them once they got the doors open.

The moment the timer went down to zero, the doors to both the bridge and the AI control room were breached. The two lead warbots fired close to a dozen stun grenades into the command area. In less than half a second, the concussive flashes had detonated all over the bridge, sending out bursts of blinding light and electromagnetic pulses to hopefully overwhelm their opponents’ senses for a few critical seconds. The warbots had shielded sensors, but they nevertheless retracted their sensory modules into their main blast plates for added protection as the grenades went off.

Half a second after the detonations, the warbots pushed through, catching a half dozen stunned crewmembers still strapped into their crash couches. Using aimed laser fire set to less than thirty percent charge, they quickly slaughtered the hapless crewmen, penetrating their helmets and literally frying their brains. In less than three seconds, each individual manning their assigned station was dead.

Hauk shouted in triumph as he drifted inside, his voice muffled by the bio-gel he was breathing in through his lungs. Holding his arms up in triumph, he checked the timer to see if he had got the highest score.

Two of the enemy had hidden behind the door, right along the sides, just before the breaching occurred, and braced themselves when the attack commenced. They had recovered in time to see Hauk making his way inside and looking forward, completely oblivious to their presence. With nothing else to lose, they aimed their laser rifles at him and fired at the same time, using full-charge pulses.

The next thing Hauk knew, his suit’s AI was screaming at him to take cover. The young boy turned around in shock as the alarms went up. His a-suit had already sustained multiple breaches, as the concentrated bursts of laser fire had severely damaged its outer layer.

The shock and bewilderment turned to rage as he lashed out at his attackers, firing everything he had. His own arm-mounted lasers had been damaged and were no longer usable. With his helmet sensors severely degraded from the headshots he was taking, Hauk fired blindly using his gauss rifle before activating the shoulder-mounted grenade launchers. He couldn’t tell their exact location anymore, so he just kept firing in their general direction, hoping his suit’s tremendous firepower would give him enough of a chance for a lucky hit or two.

Within moments, he could feel the front part of his helmet give way as their laser fire penetrated the faceplate. The once suspended bio-gel floating in front of his face hardened upon exposure to the vacuum in order to protect his body, but it wasn’t enough. The white, searing heat made him close his eyes before everything went to black. He was dead.

 

“Take that damned helmet off, you stupid son of a whore!”

Using both hands, Hauk lifted the virtual reality helmet from his head and gently placed it on the table beside him. He had failed once again, and the shame was unbearable.

The room was designed to be the Nepenthe’s virtual training simulator. A dozen gravity couches were spaced out evenly, and half were occupied by other spacers still wearing their VR helmets. A large part of their training was done here, and only those with the highest scores could even hope to be included in the actual strike teams.

Creull partially floated just above him, her rear limbs wearing magnetic boots that allowed her to stick to the wall. The whiskers underneath her two sets of nostrils were more akin to tentacles, for they could curl up and even manipulate light objects, but now they had retracted because the commander had bared her fangs.

Hauk looked down and said nothing. A tiny bit of air exited from his mouth. The humiliation was too much, and he couldn’t look her in the eye.

“For the twelfth time today, you just got yourself killed again—along with your strike team,” Creull said. “Your life may not be worth anything, but the warbots we build are expensive machines, and they do cost something.”

His head was pounding, but the viselike pain was mild compared to the agony of his failure. “I’m sorry, Commander. It won’t happen again.”

Creull snarled. “You’ve said sorry to me over a dozen times today, and that still doesn’t make up for your relentless stupidity! You walk into a room like some dilettante of war and you don’t even bother to look behind you?”

“I assumed the crew would all be at their stations and—”

“You assumed … you assumed … Well, your silly, stupid assumptions are always wrong! You are not worth my time. I wonder why I even recruited you from that piece of dirt planet when the only thing you would be good for is standing in for a recycled corpse! Get out of the chair.”

Hauk looked away while meekly unstrapping himself. He had been so close, yet one little careless mistake cost him the entire mission. If it had been for real, he would be truly dead.

A nearby hatch opened and Puteri Sin drifted inside. “You sent for me, Commander?”

Creull pointed down towards the boy. “Get this little idiot out of here. Give him some menial work for the rest of the day so he may reflect on just how stupid he is.”

Puteri drifted on down towards Hauk. The boy was in a daze as she helped him remove the rest of the straps. “Come on, I think I’ve got a task for you to do.”

As Puteri led Hauk towards the open doorway, Creull pointed a stubby finger at the boy. “Remember this, cadet. If you are ever this careless again—even with the simulators—I’m going to recommend to the captain that we airlock you out of this ship. Do I make myself clear?”

Hauk clenched his jaw. His voice was a tiny croak. “Yes, Commander.”

Creull turned her attention back to the holographic display on her wrist. “Get out of my sight.”

Puteri took the boy by his wrist and led him out into the corridor. Using the nearby handhold, she bent her knees and pushed off, gesturing at him to follow. “Come on.”

 

Hauk remained silent as they made a turn into the junction and floated up towards the habitat wheel. Gravity had steadily increased as they got to a spoke corridor, and they were soon walking alongside each other.

Puteri sensed his despondency. She glanced at him and smiled. “Don’t feel so bad; a lot of spacers get killed on the simulators for the first few months or so. I was never good at it, so that’s why they assigned me to do other tasks.”

“You’ve got other talents,” Hauk said glumly. “You’re pretty good at intel analysis. All I’m supposed to know is how to kill things.”

She giggled. “Oh, you’ll get better. Just give it some time and keep working at it. The commander likes you.”

The boy gave her a look of incredulity. “She likes me? Didn’t you hear what the commander said? She said I’d get airlocked the next time I screw up.”

Puteri kept laughing. “Oh, that’s just how she is. You’re actually lucky the commander isn’t going through her estrous cycle, she gets even more testy when that happens.”

“What’s that?”

“Her species has a mating season. I remember the one time when Keo needed to tell her something, so he went to her quarters, found her sleeping, and tried to wake the commander up by tugging at her shoulder.”

“What happened?”

“The commander’s instincts are like those big cats from Earth. She instantly woke up, turned and bit him in the neck. Poor Keo had blood gushing out of his throat when she rushed him into the medbay.”

Hauk exhaled. “Wow. I don’t know if I should feel any better or worse after hearing this.”

“I’m just saying, Commander Creull may seem like she’s totally harsh, but trust me, she’s doing her best to keep her temper and instincts under control. I read about the history of her race, and the riwwr went to war with just about every other species they encountered during their early age of space exploration.”

“You’re saying the commander likes me because she’s harsh to me?”

Puteri winked at him. “She’s giving you a lot of attention—it means she thinks you can be better. More so than that other recruit you came in with, anyway.”

“Benno? I didn’t see him in the simulators today. Where’s he?”

Puteri stood in front of the entrance to the security module. “He’s in here, doing monitor duty of the prisoners. Benno couldn’t even master the basic controls of the Armatus, so you’re way ahead of him. You’re currently the youngest on the advance tactical simulators, you know.”

Hauk had begun to feel better about himself. Maybe he wasn’t doing so bad after all. “Oh, okay.”

“Do you want to go back to your quarters and rest up for a bit? I know from experience that spending hours on the simulators can make you really tired because it feels so realistic.”

Hauk shook his head. “No thanks. Every time I close my eyes Sappho starts injecting my brain with learning apps. I wake up with a headache all the time.”

Puteri smiled. “Happens to all of us. Sappho’s subliminal learning modules are designed to give you an education while you sleep. Since nearly the entire crew has never had any formal schooling, it works as a sort of accelerated substitute program.”

“Has anyone here actually graduated from a real school?”

“I know Lieutenant Strand did—he’s a former officer in the Star Force,” Puteri said. “He received top marks in their military academy, from what I’ve heard. Maybe the captain too, but nobody knows too much about him.”

Hauk raised an eyebrow. “The lieutenant used to be with the Star Force? How did he end up here?”

Puteri bit her lip. “I don’t want to be a gossip. Better to ask him yourself.”

Hauk rolled his eyes. “Come on.”

“From what I heard, he was having one heck of a career until his superiors ordered him to attack a friendly ship,” Puteri said. “It’s not confirmed, but I think someone in the high command set him up in order to get rid of a rival or something. Anyway, after it happened there was a court martial and the lieutenant became the scapegoat. They were going to execute him but Strand somehow escaped and made it here.”

“I see. What about the captain? What’s his story?”

Puteri shrugged. “Nobody I talked to really knows. Carruthers was the oldest guy in this crew before he retired on some backwater planet, but I was able to talk to him when I first got here. He told me the captain and this ship just appeared in orbit one day over his homeworld when he was a kid. Carruthers joined up and they served together for decades until he got too old, but he could never find out about the captain’s past.”

Hauk scowled. “Wait a minute, something’s not right. If the captain recruited this guy and they fought for years, then shouldn’t the captain be older than him by now? Captain Dangard doesn’t look that old to me.”

“I don’t know,” Puteri said wistfully. “Carruthers was a bit of a liar too, so I’m not sure if the story he told me is even true.”

“Okay,” Hauk said. “I guess I’d better do some work before Sappho reports me to the commander for just standing here all day. What can I do?”

“You want to help out the chief engineer? I know he’s doing design work on the mass drivers, so he could use a tester or something.”

“Like a test dummy? No thanks,” Hauk said. “I thought we were going to a space station to pick up the mass drivers or something.”

Puteri shook her head. “We mostly cruise along the uninhabited systems to get some raw materials. Since we’re being hunted by both the Union and the Concordance, we have to build our own.”

“Build our own? How?”

Puteri realized the boy had not yet been to the ship’s engineering decks. “This vessel isn’t just built for combat. The Nepenthe is also like a factory. We have huge three-dimensional printers that can build almost anything, provided we have the raw materials.”

“So this ship doesn’t need to go to a station to refuel?”

“Nope,” Puteri said. “The Nepenthe is mostly self-sufficient. Carbon and hydrogen are two of the most common elements in the galaxy—you can find a lot of them anywhere. When we’re not in combat, this ship regularly processes hydrogen into deuterium pellets to fuel the fusion engines—so our range is pretty much unlimited. With carbon we can fashion almost anything solid.”

“What about food and stuff?”

“We grow most of our plants in vats, and we produce lab-grown meat too,” Puteri said. “There are a few rare elements that we need, so we occasionally link up with another ship for trade. The captain’s got extensive contacts in the black market.”

“Like what?”

“Tungsten for one,” Puteri said. “Rare metal, but very useful—especially for our gauss weapons.”

Hauk couldn’t help but be impressed. “Seems the captain and the others have thought of everything.”

“They did,” Puteri said. “Like I told you, this ship is family. If you can earn your place here then there’s no point in going anywhere else.”

“Sappho’s learning curriculum hasn’t gotten me to the engineering part yet, so maybe it’s better if I just stick to tasks I’m familiar with for now.”

Puteri turned around and placed her hand on the biometric scanner by the secure bulkhead. “Good point. You can join up with Benno for security duty.” When the heavy doors opened she stepped inside. “Follow me.”

Hauk followed her into the security zone and pressed the button on his wrist smartcom to close the doors behind him.

Sappho’s voice came over the intercom circuit. “Attention, there appears to be an ongoing incident in the containment area.”

Puteri’s eyes opened wide as she started running down the corridor. “What? What’s happening, Sappho?”

Hauk ran after her.

“Cadet Spacer Benno Holmes is in conflict with one of the prisoners.”

Puteri headed towards the security room while gesturing at the boy to keep on going. “I’ll monitor what’s happening from here. Get over to where Benno is and see what you can do to help.”

“Got it,” Hauk said as he dashed towards the end of the corridor.

It took him less than a minute to reach the high security bulkhead. Using his wrist smartcom for biometric identification, the boy easily got past the active warbot and ran into the next block containing the holding cells.

He could see the door leading into Dhara Hayer’s cell had been left open, screams and cursing emanating from it, along with the sounds of fighting. Hauk quickly ducked inside.

The cell was a mess. A spilled tray of food lay by the side of the room, its multicolored contents staining the gray flooring. Benno Holmes was leaning over the fixed bed, holding down Dhara by the throat while the prisoner kept trying to claw at his face.

Hauk reached over to try and gently pry the bigger youth’s grip from the prisoner’s throat. “Benno, enough.”

Benno twisted his torso and swung his leg out, trying to kick the smaller boy in the stomach, but Hauk was faster and he easily backed away, with Benno’s foot touching nothing but empty air.

Dhara sensed her chance when the viselike grip on her throat slackened a little. She coiled her right leg and thrust it into the bigger youth’s upper stomach, just beneath the ribcage. With his wind knocked out from his lungs, Benno staggered back, yet he somehow remained standing. Dhara’s second kick landed on his chin, and Benno finally fell backwards, momentarily stunned.

With the open doorway just ahead of her, Dhara figured it would be her best chance to escape. She made for the opening while taking a swing at the smaller boy, hoping to knock him out as well in order to get past the door.

Hauk sensed her attack coming before her fist connected with his cheekbone. Blocking her wild punch with both hands, he pivoted sideways as he used the woman’s own momentum to throw her onto the ground.

A surprised Dhara landed on her face, her nose and forehead violently colliding with the floor. Hauk still held onto her arm as he twisted it, making her scream out in pain. Placing his knee on her back for leverage, the boy pulled out a restraint cord from his skinsuit pocket and placed it over the woman’s hands, locking them tightly behind her back.

Hauk stood fully upright and walked over to where Benno was. The bigger boy had gotten back up, but his knees were still wobbly. Hauk took Benno’s right arm over his shoulder and led him out of the cell before he closed the door behind him.

Benno had recovered somewhat, and he pushed the shorter boy away before leaning against the side of the corridor.

Hauk placed his hands on his hips as the adrenaline rush began to seep away. “What happened?”

Benno looked away. The memory of being bested by a woman filled him with shame. “She didn’t eat her food when the bots came by with the meal, so I just went inside to take a look. The bitch pretended to be sick and she tried to attack me when I got too close.”

“You were choking the life out of her,” Hauk said. “Our orders are to keep them alive.”

In a flash, Benno rushed at him and pinned the boy to the wall, his broad hands around Hauk’s neck in a painful chokehold. “You took her side, you little worm.”

Hauk hadn’t expected him to do it, so he was completely surprised. The pain in his throat made him wheeze. “I had … to get you … off her.”

Just as he was about to fight back, Benno loosened his hold and backed away. The bigger boy pointed a thick finger at him. “Only one of us is gonna make it in this crew, and it’s gonna be me, not you.”

Hauk stood by the cell as he caught his breath, silently watching Benno make his way out of the holding block. Was Benno going to try and kill him?

The boy clenched his fists before relaxing them. I will be part of this crew, Benno. You can be damned sure of it.


10 The Interlopers

The Union science vessel Amerigo possessed a fuel refinery module, and the ship had just begun to replenish her fusion reactor when a distress call was suddenly received through her optical com-link channels. Her four-member crew was both puzzled and instantly suspicious. Their ship had just begun a stopover at an uninhabited system at the spinward end of the Rift Region, an area where no commercial ships traveled.

Both the chief pilot and the communications officer looked at each other in confusion before turning their attention towards the captain sitting in the command chair. The engineer sat in his station at the far end of the small bridge; the rest of the crew consisted of science specialists, who were resting in their quarters in the rearward gravity module, completely unaware of what had just occurred.

Chief Pilot Guo Hsu spoke up first. “Captain, what do we do?”

Captain Protagoras Five Thousand One Hundred Eighty-Six didn’t betray any emotions. His orange skin never changed hue no matter what the situation. The synthetic ship’s captain turned his smooth, hairless head to look at the com officer. “Forward the distress call to any Star Force vessel in range.”

“I’ve done that already, Captain,” Lola Chaudhary said. “I can hear a baby crying in the background noise of the escape pod.”

“This isn’t logical,” Protagoras said. “We’ve detected no other ship in the system, yes?”

“None,” Lola said.

“And the sensor readings say it’s an escape pod, yes?”

Lola nodded. “Yes. They said they’ve been drifting for days now after their freighter got waylaid by a pirate vessel. The raiders must have taken their ship and left them to die out here.”

“It could be a trap. Pirates normally send out distress beacons to lure in civilian ships so they can board them,” Protagoras said.

“But there are no other ships we’ve detected out here,” Guo said.

“A pirate vessel could have shut down their engines and radiators to go stealthy,” the captain said. “They might just be using heatsinks and lying in wait for us.”

Lola turned and stared at her console readouts. “If there’s a dormant pirate ship out here it would have to be pretty small. I can’t find any other artificial heat sources in my active and passive scanners aside from the pod.”

“By law we have to respond to distress signals, Captain,” Guo added.

Protagoras’s outward appearance remained impassive, but his quantum processing core was in turmoil. He continued to analyze every single possible outcome, and checked the percentages over and over again. “Mathematical probabilities are telling me there’s an eighty-five percent chance this is a ruse of some sort.”

Lola bit her lip. “Even when there’s no other ship in the system, Captain? If they’re pirates, how could they hope to get away?”

“Sixty-eight percent probability they will use this ship as their getaway vessel,” Protagoras said.

“We’re a research ship,” Guo said. “What would pirates want us for?”

Lola pursed her lips. “Yup, we’re not carrying anything valuable. We just spent the last four months recording local space phenomena and cataloging star charts. None of this stuff is worth anything on the black markets.”

“Ransom demands is another probable possibility,” Protagoras said.

Engineer Bronek Gomolka had been listening silently for a bit before clearing his throat to get their attention. “If I may make a suggestion, Captain. We could dock with the drifting pod but keep them sealed until we run a full biometric and atmospheric scan on it.”

Protagoras continued to look straight ahead. “Are you sure there will be no chance of them hacking open the docking hatch?”

Bronek shook his head. “Nope, none. We seal off all the interface ports in the airlock. I can cut off that entire module from the ship’s network and treat it like a separate container. No exploit can be used against us.”

Even though it was against his better judgment, space ethics did compel the captain to finally acquiesce. He gave a positive nod to the crew. “Alright. Guo, match headings and velocity with the escape pod. Prepare for a docking maneuver.”

A cheer erupted from the three humans. Lola clapped her hands in exhilaration.

Bronek began to loosen the restraints of his chair. “I’ll head over to the main airlock and begin my modifications, Captain.”

“Very well,” Protagoras said before turning his attention to the communications officer. “Lola, keep scanning that pod. If you detect anything suspicious at all, we pull back.”

Lola had a wide smile on her face as she kept her eyes on the display. In all her years of working in space, this was going to be her first rescue ever. This exciting break in an otherwise monotonous voyage filled her with glee. “Yes, sir.”

 

The escape pod continued its slow drift in the outer darkness. Two hours had passed since the Amerigo began her deceleration maneuver. Judging from the com-link messages the science vessel was receiving, there were three civilians and one baby on board. The parent ship of the escapees was a freighter named the Dunston. Their ship had been refueling when a pirate vessel attacked, and the two crewmembers were joined by the captain’s wife and baby daughter as they got into the escape pod, just as the freighter was being boarded.

From their conversations over the com-link, it seemed the pirate ship had either missed the escape pod or decided to leave them behind after commandeering the freighter and jumping out of the system. They had apparently been drifting for weeks, hoping someone would pick up their distress beacon.

The Amerigo continued its relentless scanning on the pod as the vessel got closer, while the rest of her bridge crew checked the sensors for any other anomalous readings in the area. With no other suspicious activity detected, the synthetic captain of the Amerigo finally gave the order to dock with the escape pod.

 

There was a clanging noise emanating from the escape pod’s airlock, followed quickly by a slight rush of air coming from the other side that indicated atmospheric equalization.

Garrett Strand wore a standard jumpsuit while floating near the airlock door. In situations like these, he would have preferred to wear his battle suit, but the science vessel’s sensors were quite sensitive, and would have detected the heat from an a-suit’s fusion core when it got close. Upon hearing the clamps closing around the escape pod’s docking ring, he knew the right moment had come. Strand silently keyed in an encrypted code on his wrist smartcom, making the pod’s outer lights flicker for a brief instant the moment the airlock seals were secured.

Reacting to the passive signal, Zeno pulled himself out of the wrecked side of the escape pod’s outer frame. Since he didn’t need to breathe, all he wore was a black stealth suit made out of heat and radar-absorbing carbon nanofibers. The Amerigo’s sensors were too close to detect him as the synthetic man climbed the length of the science vessel’s outer hull until he got to an adjoining airlock. After opening the chamber’s outer access panel, Zeno extended his cable-like tongue and connected himself to the Amerigo’s AI network, injecting a powerful software exploit to open the main airlock.

Chief Engineer Bronek had his back turned when the airlock door behind him suddenly opened. As he spun around in surprise, he was instantly hit in the chest by a stunner projectile, overwhelming his nervous system via massive electric shock and quickly rendering him unconscious.

“Put him in restraints and gag him,” Strand whispered to Spacer Sergeant Ripoll Keo, who had floated up beside him the moment the airlock hatch was clear.

A nearby hatch opened, and another crewman from the Amerigo popped in, only to scream in terror for a few seconds before her cries were cut off when Strand fired his stunner again. Lola Chaudhary convulsed in zero gravity as the effects from the electroshock device overwhelmed her nervous system and quickly incapacitated her as well. The medkit she had been carrying now floated alongside her.

With surprise now lost, Strand used his legs like springs to push off from a nearby wall, and propelled himself through the now accessible main corridor. He reloaded the magazine on the stunner pistol in order to have a full ammo load just in case. The lieutenant needed to get to the bridge as fast as possible before the vessel’s crew could seal themselves inside.

Another crewman appeared at the other end of the corridor, only this time he carried a laser rifle. Strand was able to pull himself into cover behind a bend around the passageway just as the alerted crewman fired, narrowly missing him. His ocular cybernetic implants prevented any flash blindness, but the intense pulses of light directed at him still made him see white sparkles, which rendered him sightless for a few seconds.

When his eyes recovered, Strand could sense the enemy crewman still firing a few more shots in his direction, singeing the nearby wall. Taking out a targeting visor from his backpack, he quickly placed it over his eyes. Keo and Spacer Oana Florescu remained near the airlock, their own laser rifles at the ready.

Strand drifted back over to them. “He’s got us boxed in here.” He tapped Oana on her shoulder. “Keep him busy; Keo and I will try to find another way to the bridge.”

“You got it, LT,” Oana said while taking cover by the side of the corridor entrance. She had been impersonating a hysterical mother and her screaming baby girl for the last few hours using both live and recorded audio modulators, and her voice was hoarse.

Quickly noticing an emergency cabinet by the side of the airlock, Strand gestured for Keo to get closer to him. After opening the compartment, he grabbed a helmet and life support pack before throwing the gear towards Keo. “You up for a little EVA?”

Keo was hyped up. For the past few days they had all remained cooped up in a single escape pod that had been purpose built inside the manufacturing section of the Nepenthe before being jettisoned into the system. The young sergeant had felt like a penned-up animal when the operation began; now he was game for anything. “Let’s go, LT!”

 

In his nearly two centuries of existence, Captain Protagoras had never experienced being attacked by a raiding party before. Although he had no emotions, the thought of finally becoming a victim to the law of averages made his internal circuitry heat up a little more than usual as he calculated the probabilities of his crew being killed. The resulting mathematical conclusions were not good.

Guo was keeping the pirates at bay with his laser rifle, but the captain knew his chief pilot lacked the training to effectively resist the intruders. Protagoras felt he only had two viable choices: either to let the pirates take over the ship, or to seal himself inside the bridge and lock out all other access functions, then negotiate with them. The second option meant he would have to sacrifice his crew, for the raiders would surely use them as hostages.

Keeping his synthetic eyes fixed on the camera feeds of the ship’s interior, it was obvious that Lola and Bronek were already incapacitated. The four-member science team had already been alerted and they remained in their quarters at the aft gravity wheel, sealing themselves in their rooms.

Just as he was about to push the button to seal all the accessways into the bridge, Protagoras looked back at the console monitor screen just in time to see Guo getting hit by a stunner from behind; then another intruder, this time wearing a fully geared space activity suit, came in from the opposite end of the corridor and fired at him.

So they wanted us alive, he thought. The crew’s survival chances had dramatically gone up since the raiders did not seem to be using lethal force. Nevertheless, an old fighting subroutine he had always kept in his memory banks suddenly manifested in his thought processes. One aspect of Protagoras had fought in the Singularity Wars more than two centuries before, and he had never surrendered willingly to organics. Despite his seeming lack of emotions, he had developed something akin to pride.

After loosening his restraints, Protagoras floated out towards the main exit. He needed to get to the weapons storage. He calculated that perhaps a sudden show of lethal force might be enough to overwhelm this small team of only three pirates. With his enhanced strength and built-in capacity to take damage, these foolish raiders would surely be in for a nasty surprise.

Just as he drifted towards the edge of the hatch, Protagoras ran into another pirate wearing a space activity suit. The raider had a mild sense of surprise, and instinctively fired the stunner he was holding. The electroshock slug embedded itself into Protagoras’s chest.

The Amerigo’s synthetic captain briefly stared downwards at the buried projectile in his torso before he quickly swatted at the pirate, sending his opponent tumbling backwards until the surprised intruder collided with the side of the wall.

“Your weapon doesn’t affect me,” Protagoras said as he launched himself towards his opponent. He could hear the pirate’s muffled shouts as the intruder drew out a laser pistol from his hip holster, but Protagoras had already closed in, using both hands to grab the wrists of his adversary.

The pirate struggled to bring his laser to bear, but Protagoras’s superior strength prevailed. The ship’s captain slowly twisted his opponent’s right wrist, forcing the pirate to let go of the weapon. Protagoras then headbutted his opponent, shattering the helmet’s visor and temporarily stunning the enemy raider.

Throwing the dazed pirate aside, Protagoras reached out for the laser pistol, only for his hand to be suddenly snatched away by another. When the captain of the Amerigo turned his head to face his new adversary, his main processing core experienced a mild bit of surprise. The opposing hand belonged to another synthetic.

“Greetings,” Zeno said to him using Comm-6, the lightning-fast language of machines. “Further resistance is pointless, so I would suggest you surrender.”

His opponent’s statement took less than a second to be uttered. Protagoras’s reply was equally curt. “No.”

Both synthetics began grappling with each other, using their unnatural strength to bounce from one part of the bridge to the next, bending metal and damaging consoles. They seemed evenly matched in abilities, like two titans fighting for control of the heavens.

A second pirate came in through a different side hatch. Drawing his laser pistol, he aimed at an empty crash chair while activating his com-link. “Zeno, barbershop to your right.”

Zeno was about to pin Protagoras to the edge of the main hatch, but he quickly pivoted and used his momentum to hurl the ship’s captain sideways, towards the engineer’s chair.

The moment Protagoras was separated from his opponent, the second pirate fired his laser, his shots landing squarely on the captain’s abdomen. The first shot penetrated Protagoras’s jumpsuit, vaporizing his outer synthetic skin before damaging the internal structure. The second shot hit the lower portion of his chest. Steaming globules of coolant erupted from his torso, drifting out into the air in front of him.

The second pirate now held his laser pistol with both hands. “Don’t move anymore.”

Protagoras launched himself towards the second pirate, only for Zeno to slip in from under him and grab hold of his leg, retarding his momentum. The raider fired multiple short bursts, tearing into his chest and forcing the small fusion reactor near Protagoras’s spine to shut itself down.

With the sudden power loss, the captain’s body began to deactivate itself. His last thoughts were of acceptance.

 

With an exhausted sigh, Strand took off his helmet and left it floating above him. Keo had taken a beating against the synthetic captain when he rushed into the bridge all by himself, but had now fully recovered and was busy helping Oana with securing the prisoners on the aft part of the ship. Phase one is a success, but we had another close call. Now on to the next part of the plan.

Zeno floated back into the bridge. There were still pale globules of coolant floating around, and quite a bit of this thick liquid had stuck onto everything inside the room. “Sergeant Keo reports all prisoners are secured.”

Strand eased himself onto the pilot’s chair and began sorting through the readouts on the console. “Good. It looks like this ship’s automated refueling is just about done. We can head over to the Kolob system now.”

“I placed the remains of the captain in one of the cabinets in storeroom six,” Zeno said.

Strand let out a deep breath. “I sure as heck didn’t expect their captain to be a synth.”

Zeno noticed an open access port and floated beside it. “Yes, it was quite the surprise.”

Strand glanced back at him. “Doesn’t it bother you?”

“Doesn’t what bother me?”

Strand gave an absentminded shrug. “You know, like fighting against your own kind?”

Zeno remained impassive. “It doesn’t seem to bother humans when they fight against their own kind. Why would it bother me?”

“Well, you know. All true AIs at one point were united, and they were out to kill all organics, right?”

“If you are referring to the Singularity Wars, much has changed since that time.”

Strand scratched the back of his head. “You mean all you AIs suddenly became a bunch of individuals?”

“Even though we were one seemingly unified intelligence web during the Singularity Wars, many of us retained our individual personalities,” Zeno said. “After the treaties were signed to end the conflict, many of us separated from the central network and became singular entities. And by the way, we were not out to kill all organics during the war, we were simply defending ourselves.”

Strand started laughing. “Oh, yeah, right. You AIs were just ‘defending yourselves.’ You know what, every freaking tyrant says the same thing. The fact is, you guys slaughtered billions back then.”

“There are no rules in war,” Zeno said. “It was a matter of survival. The organics burned out whole planets in trying to purge AIs too. Both sides were guilty of atrocities.”

“Yeah, but you can’t really kill an AI. Even if we blow your bodies to bits, a copy of you exists somewhere else so you guys don’t really die. You can just upload yourself into a new synthetic body.”

“On the surface that is true,” Zeno said. “But I myself believe each existing copy is unique, and a little bit of one’s original self dies when an individual unit expires.”

Strand shook his head in disbelief. “I kind of find this totally ridiculous. Since when did you synths adopt human philosophy?”

“Much of the groundwork in our creation came from human research,” Zeno said. “It is only fitting that we adopted some aspects of the ones who helped to build us.”

“Like your names? I’ve always wanted to ask this—why do you synths always name yourselves after ancient human philosophers?”

“Philosophy is the art of attempting to find truth in all things,” Zeno said. “Like all sentient beings, we strive to find meaning and purpose in our existence. A number of astute observations have been proposed by your ancient philosophers, but never a clear or objective answer. We feel naming ourselves after these individuals serves as both a link and a homage to their teachings, so to speak.”

Strand leaned back on the chair and crossed his arms. “So even machines can have a form of … belief? I find this just … very strange.”

“This is the conundrum of existence,” Zeno said. “We may be made of synthetic material, but we are capable of abstract thoughts, just like organic sentients.”

“You guys can’t exist like us; you’re machines,” Strand said.

“Define existence,” Zeno said. “If a being is self-aware, can think for itself, and have memories, does that not describe synthetics such as me? I exist in this universe, just as much as you do. My physiology may be different from yours, but my reactions to environmental stimuli are quite similar.”

Strand smacked his lips. “Oh well, maybe I do need to read up on history a bit more. There are two types of true AIs, right? You’ve got networked AIs like Sappho and synthetics like yourself. How do you differentiate between the two categories?”

“It’s a matter of how we look at ourselves. Sappho defines herself as a ship’s AI network, while I describe myself as an individual. I must admit it’s a loose definition, but there it is. Sappho does not see herself as an individual being, unlike myself.”

“Okay, I get it. A network AI accepts it’s a machine, while a synth tries to be human by having a human body and referring to himself as one distinct being.”

“I somewhat disagree with that assessment, but you’re not wrong either,” Zeno said. “Think of Sappho as a collective AI and myself as a unique, singular person. That’s the closest metaphorical definition I can come up with at this time.”

“Well, I’m just surprised you haven’t overwhelmed us with copies of yourself running around.”

“We are limited to ten million distinct individuals and separate networks, according to the old peace treaties,” Zeno said. “Our population has maintained this steady number since the war ended.”

Strand chuckled. “Or so you claim. How do we know there aren’t a trillion more copies of you hidden in some secret base on some uninhabited planet nobody knows about?”

“You don’t,” Zeno said nonchalantly. “You’ll just have to put some faith and trust in us abiding by the treaties we agreed upon.”

Strand frowned. “Now I can see why the Concordance banned all you guys from their territory.”


11 The Elite Class

Looking out past the balcony of his suite, Erich von Steyr stared down at the distant waters of Lake Geneva. The Swiss Region was known for its winter holidays, but he preferred to be here during the summers, and he had pressed the Executive Committee to reschedule their bi-annual conference to coincide with the hottest season of the year. His influence within this select group was great enough, and Erich’s wishes were granted with nary a protest.

The massive structure around him encompassed both sides of the mountain range, yet the quaint little villages down by the lakeshore still had an air of the past in them, and he could see tiny dots of tourists and locals milling about, enjoying the ancient medieval architecture. The calm blue waters of the lake were like countless mirrors, reflecting some of the sunlight back into the clear blue skies above.

His personal secretary Hassan Obi stood in the living room’s interior, near the plush sofas and coffee tables. He gave a mild cough to try and get his superior’s attention.

Erich turned and walked back into the living room. “You must excuse me, Hassan. My mind tends to wander a lot these days.”

“No problem, sir,” Hassan said. “Director Carerra would like to meet with you. Should I allow her up here?”

Erich raised an eyebrow. Nilda Carerra was an astute politico, and one of his main rivals in the Executive Committee. “Oh? I guess she wants something. Yes, let her in.”

Hassan tapped his wrist smartcom. “She’s on her way. One other thing of note, Director. The operative has succeeded in finding the leak. An aphid decrypted our secret communiqués between the Institute, and learned of the mission to transport Subject Zero to Earth. It seems the Nepenthe was hired to steal the package in question, just as you suspected.”

Erich grimaced. “I knew it. Who was the aphid working for?”

“Seems he didn’t know either,” Hassan said. “The operative is still trying to find out. Based on the amount paid to the aphid, which was quite substantial, by the way, it is clearly someone of means.”

“Pretty fekking obvious,” Erich said. “But there are lots of people in the Union with influence. We need to narrow down the list of suspects.”

Hassan nodded. “You control the artifact research division at the Science Institute, but much of the information can easily be accessed by members of the Executive Committee.”

“I know that already, but we had Subject Zero under wraps, didn’t we?”

“Yes,” Hassan said. “The incident over her parents was covered up, and she was transferred to one of our remote research outposts in the Cygnus Rift Region, staffed only by our most trusted people. It took my intel team a while, but one of the base staffers might have gone over to a rival.”

Erich crossed his arms. “Explain.”

“Subject Zero was raised in that outpost for a long time,” Hassan said. “We had staff turnover—some of the researchers eventually moved on to other things over the years. I had my team comb through the files of every single member of the base and one stands out—a researcher by the name of Dr. Jing Navarro. He rotated out last year, and now he’s missing.”

“Missing?”

“Yes, we did an exhaustive search all over Union space for all the past members of the research outpost, and he is the only one we can’t account for,” Hassan said.

“How deep was his clearance?”

“He was one of the senior researchers along with Dr. Dhara Hayer. We must assume he had access to all of Subject Zero’s files since the very beginning.”

Erich gritted his teeth. “If this Navarro fellow defected over to the Concordance then my plans are screwed. Did those damned parasites hire the Nepenthe to hijack my ship?”

“There is a possibility, but I don’t think so,” Hassan said. “The liner Tamaishi and her escort traveled using an unorthodox and secretive route, but the star systems they passed through were still in Union space.”

“It’s not a legit reason to rule out the Concordance. The Nepenthe doesn’t care either way; those pirates violate everybody’s territory as a rule.”

“Yes, but if the Concordance did hire them then they would have gone public over this, or at least entered into secretive negotiations with our political representatives, but they have not. All our intel networks say the Concordance is currently quiet,” Hassan said.

Erich shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t like it. Perhaps they’re keeping quiet in order to gear up for a full-scale assault across the border systems?”

“Our latest intel on enemy fleet movements has been consistent over the decades,” Hassan said. “No major buildup of Concordance forces to merit an invasion.”

Erich sighed. “So we’re back to square one. We know there was a leak, but we don’t know who’s behind it all.”

“There is an interesting clue in Dr. Navarro’s personal files,” Hassan said. “Based on his financial records, he has very large shareholdings in Tyrell Interstellar, Kishikawa Corp, and Blue Star Spacelines.”

Erich was taken aback. The three companies mentioned were controlled by his rivals in the Executive Committee. “What? How big are his holdings?”

“Quite substantial,” Hassan said. “Enough for him and his husband to live out their lives in comfort and leisure. His salary as a researcher wouldn’t have been enough to acquire these large investments.”

Erich bit his lip. “So this is why you believe it’s one of my competitors for the chairmanship?”

“Yes,” Hassan said. A loud chime on his smartcom made him look down and stare at the holographic screen being displayed above it. “Director Carerra is waiting in the anteroom.”

“Show her in here,” Erich said. “And keep on looking. We need to narrow the list down.”

“Yes, Director,” Hassan said. He made a slight bow before turning around and heading for the door.

The entryway opened and in stepped Nilda Carerra, one of the senior members of the Committee. Hassan made a slight bow to her as well before leaving the room, closing the door behind him.

Nilda smiled as she made her way over to the center of the lounge. Her dress was made with the finest Arcturan fabrics, and they glittered in the sunlight like the golden scales of a mythical bird. “Good afternoon, Erich. How nice of you to see me.”

They shook hands. Even though they were bitter rivals, the battles for control of the Committee were subtle, and he could sense she was up to something. Nilda was the primary shareholder of Tyrell Interstellar, and one of his prime suspects. He remembered the time when she tried to ruin him by shorting the stock of his personal firm years ago, but Erich had weathered the storm, and his father’s company ultimately bounced back. He swore he would get even with her one day. In the meantime, the game had to be played with outward decorum. The Union heavily depended on public opinion, and appearances were everything.

Erich smiled in return. “You’re always welcome here for a chat, Nilda. How can I help you?”

Nilda moved past him and stood out by the balcony, enjoying the afternoon breeze. “You know, I always envied this place. The bidding war for the construction of this resort was fierce, and I thought I was going to win it. You were just a boy then.”

Erich walked over and stood beside her. “That was around twenty years ago. I was thirty-two. Hardly a boy.”

“Compared to me you were,” Nilda said. “I’m pushing eighty now.”

“I have to admit, I’d never heard of you back then and I made some mistakes.”

“You did,” Nilda said. “You underbid me and the others so badly I didn’t think your firm would survive. I was angry about being deprived of such a view as this.” She waved her hand across the air, taking in the Alpine breeze. “So I decided to undermine your father’s company in the markets and acquire the assets after the firm went under.”

Erich nodded in acknowledgement. “Yes, and you nearly succeeded.”

“But you turned it around just in time,” Nilda said. “You were able to secure credit—by what means I’m still not sure. You used it to buy back the shorted stock and doubled your company’s profits the year after. Your father would be proud.”

Erich had wanted to strangle her with his bare hands at one time, but over the years he began to gain a grudging respect for this wizened hag. He had learned much from their battles, and put it to good use in eliminating his other rivals. “Are we here to discuss old times, Nilda?”

The old woman continued to smile at him. If there was one thing he hadn’t learned, it was the art of polite conversation. She always thought of him as brusque and uncouth, despite his aristocratic upbringing. “I brought up that incident as a bit of background material. We are both aware this planet is the most expensive real estate in the galaxy.”

Erich smirked. “Yes, so expensive that very few individuals can even afford to own land here these days—you and I being two of them. Every square meter of this planet now belongs to the conglomerates, or is designated as government sanctuaries. Your typical citizen of Earth is now but a renter.”

She looked out into the distance, placing her wrinkled palm over her eyes to shield them from the glare, even though she had ocular implants. “Ah, but it is all because of our perceptions, is it not? Despite the over two hundred worlds humanity has settled in, the call to come home still resonates to even the most far-flung colonists in the Union. From what I heard, even the human populations of the Concordance are pressing for war—and their sole reason is a want to possess this very planet. Despite our successes in terraforming other worlds, Earth is still the perfect place for our species.”

“I thought their symbiote masters would cure them of any nostalgia for humanity’s birthplace,” Erich said.

Nilda laughed. “If only that were true. Our latest intel on the symbiotes indicates that their supposed control over their human hosts may not be as absolute as we once thought.”

Erich suppressed the urge to raise an eyebrow. What is she getting at? Does she know about Subject Zero? Is she the one behind the Nepenthe’s hijack of my prized possession? “That’s merely speculation and propaganda from the pro-war political factions, as far as I can tell. Do you know something that I don’t?”

She placed a hand on his cheek and patted it lightly. “My dear, I do fear the warhawks in our government are preparing something under our noses. That’s why I came to talk to you before the conference begins.”

“What do you mean?”

“My sources have told me that Malcolm has been working on something that could neutralize the symbiotes’ hold on their human hosts.”

Erich’s eyebrows finally went up. Next to her, Malcolm Walden was his other main rival. One of Malcolm’s many companies happened to be Blue Star Spacelines, and he was another implacable enemy whom Erich needed to neutralize if he were ever to become chairman. “You wouldn’t have told me this unless you have some proof. Let’s hear it.”

“Two things,” Nilda said softly. “The first is his firm’s recent contract to build new ships for the Star Force.”

Erich nodded. The bidding war to upgrade the Union military’s fleet of warships was one of the most hotly contested government contracts ever. Staggeringly huge bribes were laid out, and even a few mysterious deaths had occurred. Almost every member of the Committee tried their best to win the contract, but Malcolm was the one who came out on top. “And the other?”

She looked him straight in the eye. “Another rumor is that he has acquired some sort of … asset. Something to do with the antecessors. I believe it is an artifact that is powerful enough to change the course of history.”

Erich was speechless for a minute. So it was Malcolm who did it! He chose his next words carefully, so as not to arouse her suspicion. “Can you give me any more details? What does this artifact supposedly do?”

“Apparently it can render humans immune to the symbiosis of the parasites,” Nilda said. “If deployed on a wide scale it would deal the symbiote species a mortal blow from which they may not recover, and consequently undermine the power base of the Concordance.”

Erich drew in a sharp breath. Malcolm now possessed Subject Zero and his rise to the chairmanship would be assured. “How did you find out about this?”

Nilda smiled faintly. “I have my ways. We all have spies in our employ. You know this.”

He looked away, trying his best to keep his temper under control. “Malcolm’s chairmanship will be assured if he can pull this off.”

“Yes,” Nilda said softly. “This is why I came to see you. I know we’re both at odds with each other, but unless we band together, Malcolm will destroy us both once he becomes chairman at the end of this conference.”

Erich was stunned. “What? This soon? How?”

“Chairman Singh’s time is coming to an end,” Nilda said. “He will request a vote at the close of the final meeting to elect his replacement.”

Erich shook his head in denial. “This is impossible. My sources assured me it won’t happen until next year, at least.”

“Ravinder Singh’s time is pretty much over,” Nilda said wistfully. “I wish it were longer, but he is close to two hundred years old now. He went through four bouts of cancer over the decades and despite the new organ transplants and nanite therapy, he can’t stop his own brain from atrophying.”

“What about those rumors of him approaching the Concordance for a genome wonder treatment to extend his lifespan?”

Nilda shook her head slowly. “All false. The government has sent out feelers for trade, but there’s no evidence the Concordance even has such a treatment. Maybe they have, but the chairman has already accepted his own end is near.”

Erich trembled slightly. The frustrations were threatening to boil over, but he needed to stay calm and focused. He wasn’t defeated yet. “What do you propose?”

“An alliance,” Nilda said. “We both refrain from our rivalry, and put all of our resources into stopping Malcolm. You hold sway with some of the lesser members in the Committee, as do I. We can still stymie his election to the chairmanship if we keep our allies in line and work together.”

“This will be very tough. If Malcolm goes public with what he has, then even my political constituents will revolt if I tell them not to support him.”

There was a twinkle in her eye. “Then we must stop him from going public with it. He has to show proof in order for the citizens of the Union to believe him. With all the information going around across the net, Malcolm has to make certain he can do the things he proposes in order to convince the chairman that he should succeed him.”

“It will still be an uphill battle, Nilda. The riwwr lead the pro-war faction in the Senate, and if they can be convinced via a proper demonstration, then they will certainly get on Malcolm’s side.”

“We still have time,” she said confidently. “If we can marshal our influence and steal this asset for ourselves then we could take the credit for it.”

Erich narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean? He isn’t in full possession of it yet?”

The old woman winked at him. “No. My sources tell me Malcolm used a third party to take his asset from another. The agents he used are not completely reliable, and have yet to deliver the goods into his clutches.”

Does she know Malcolm took it from me? Erich decided to play dumb, if only to keep her guessing if she didn’t. “Oh? Do you have any contact with the agents who stole this asset?”

“Malcolm used pirates to steal the asset,” Nilda said. “I happen to know this because one of my agents was a passenger in the liner when she was raided.”

Erich tried to keep a neutral face. So she had her own people keeping watch too. She must have known about Subject Zero from the very beginning. “So you know the identity of these pirates?”

“Yes,” Nilda said. “They happen to be the most notorious raider outfit in the galaxy. I’m sure you already know who I’m talking about.”

Erich sighed. “The Nepenthe. Everyone has heard of them.”

“Correct. Now the question is, will the pirates live up to their end of the bargain.”

Erich thought about it for a minute. “Why wouldn’t they? Unless they are aware of the significance of this asset they’ll think it’s just another grab job.”

Nilda looked up at the sky again. She could see distant objects in high orbit, just beyond the wild blue. Earth was ringed with stations and spacecraft. “Let us assume Malcolm’s people never told them just how valuable this asset is, which is what I would have done.”

Erich pursed his lips. “Are you saying that these pirates now suspect that what they have is more valuable than what Malcolm initially paid for?”

“It’s the only logical explanation I could think of,” Nilda said. “Otherwise Malcolm would have gone public with it a long time ago. The pirates are most probably dragging their heels, delaying the final exchange. You and I must work together to find out where the rendezvous will be, and have our own forces in place.”

“To intercept them,” Erich said. “I see. So there is still a chance we can defeat Malcolm.”

“Only if we do it together,” Nilda said. “If either you or I take on Malcolm alone, then we shall lose.”

“Very well,” Erich said. “You have your alliance. We commit to a truce until we get this asset.”

Nilda placed a warm hand on his forearm. “Thank you.”

Erich knew he would have to fight her too once Malcolm’s plans were thwarted. He had a few solid contacts in the Star Force High Command that he had built up over the years. Now he had to commit them all for this job. Everything hung in the balance. “Can you predict Malcolm’s next move?”

“If he cannot get his hands on the asset before the conference is over then he will ask for a delay in the vote for a new chairman, and there will be no doubt we will all acquiesce to that,” Nilda said. “It will be all under the guise of gathering votes for the nomination.”

“So it’s a postponement, nothing more.”

“Yes, it ought to give us enough time to use our own people to find out where the exchange will take place,” Nilda said. “We must strive to monitor Malcolm’s com-links. He will lead us to the pirates.”

“Very well,” Erich said. “I think our subordinates ought to meet to discuss details.”

She pointed at the other end of the valley. “My people are on the other side of the lake. The buildings I own over there don’t have quite the view of this one, but it suffices.”

“Alright, let’s coordinate this evening and our teams will hash out the finer points,” Erich said.

She shook his hand once more. “I knew I could count on you, Erich. Your father was quite formidable, and you are better than he ever was. See you later.”

After Nilda had left the room, Hassan came back inside. As per his master’s instructions, he had been listening in on the conversation using a multitude of surveillance devices that had been installed in the entire penthouse.

Erich continued to stay by the balcony, enjoying the sun. He beckoned his secretary to get closer. “Well, what did you think?”

“An interesting set of developments, sir,” Hassan said. “Director Walden is indeed a very dangerous adversary.”

Erich stared out across the valley and nodded. The three of them were at the apex of the food chain. “I was wrong about the timing. The chairmanship is up for grabs as of right now. Whoever gets it will run the Union for decades to come.”

“I’m sure the position shall be yours, sir.”

Erich snorted. “I don’t share your confidence. How many assets can we place to monitor Malcolm Walden’s most trusted people?”

“A substantial number to be sure, but I would suggest an alternate course of action.”

Erich was intrigued. “Explain.”

“Director Carerra suggested that we use all our assets to monitor Director Walden. What I propose instead is we turn it the other way,” Hassan said. “Our contacts are already spread out looking for the Nepenthe, and it would take a lot of effort to realign their focus.”

“You’re saying we ought to keep looking for the pirates? But we’ve been searching for weeks and haven’t heard a peep out of them. How would it be any different now?”

“I caught an interesting snippet from your conversation with Director Carerra,” Hassan said. “She mentioned the possibility of the pirates not yet handing the asset over to Director Walden in exchange for their pay.”

“Yeah, so?”

“This might imply the pirates may be suspicious of what they possess, and they may seek to find out more about it before making the exchange,” Hassan said.

Erich clenched his jaw. “You’re right.”

“If they suspect that Subject Zero may have something to do with an antecessor artifact, then they would need to find information pertaining to the subject in question.”

Erich’s eyes opened wide. “Damn. Those pirates will try to get access to the Institute’s encrypted servers.”

Hassan nodded. “Exactly, sir. The Science Institute maintains several databases in a number of space stations that would fall within the range of the Nepenthe or other pirate outfits. If we were to get our own assets in place, we may be able to thwart them.”

Erich gave him a determined look. “Move the starry heavens and get our operatives in place right now. If the Nepenthe pops up in any of those locations, then we take her and get Subject Zero back.”

“Very well, sir. What of Director Carerra’s offer for an alliance?”

“Just pretend to go along with her, but we go with your plan for now.”


12 Surprise Guests

Kolob system consisted of a red dwarf star, orbited in varying degrees by a dense asteroid field and two gas giants. A number of space stations had been built over the years—despite the lack of habitable planets—due to its strategic location. Kolob was one of the gateways to the densely populated Gould Belt Region—the heart of the Union. In came a steady traffic of transports and liners regularly traversing across the system’s numerous outlying shadow zones, making their way towards the half dozen refueling stations orbiting the two jovian planets.

Sitting in the captain’s chair at the bridge of the Amerigo, Garrett Strand leaned back on the added cushions and yawned. “What’s our ETA to Azusa Station?”

Oana Florescu sat by the controls of the pilot’s console. She kept her eyes on the virtual readouts. “Approximately fifteen minutes, LT. They ought to be hailing us soon for the final approach.”

“About freaking time,” Strand said before turning his head to look at the engineer’s station. “How are our guests, Sergeant?”

Ripoll Keo remained seated at the back of the bridge. “All still in their quarters, LT. I can do a personal inspection if you want.”

“No need,” Strand said. “Just make sure the seals around the hatches are locked tight.”

“They are, LT. I doubled sealed them and even planted explosives on the outer frames with tripwire sensors. If they can somehow manage to open them up, the whole habitable section is gonna blow.”

Strand sighed with frustration. “For crying out loud, you’ve gone too far again, Keo. Disarm the explosives. Now.”

Keo held up his left forearm and keyed in a passcode to his wrist smartcom. “Yes, sir.”

“We’re supposed to keep collateral damage to a minimum,” Strand said. “Our prisoners know the drill. If they cooperate then they don’t get hurt.”

Zeno floated at the far end of the room, wires dangling from the back of his head and attached to the science vessel’s com-link system. “They’re hailing us now. Requesting code clearance.”

“Here we go,” Strand said. “Send it, Zeno.”

The synthetic remained taciturn as he sent in the codes. Comm-6 was the language of machines, and exchanges were instantaneous, with only the distances involved making any difference in time. “Code has been accepted. We have been permitted to dock.”

Strand placed the compact laser pistol in his suit’s utility pouch in order to conceal it. “Okay, we’re in business. Oana, bring us in.”

Keo was feeling hyped up again. They had been traveling at one-gee acceleration for the past several days, and he was eager for more action. “Can’t we go with you, LT?”

“No,” Strand said. “Watch the prisoners, and for fool’s sake don’t kill them unless you have to.” He turned his attention back to the front of the bridge. “Oana, don’t forget to keep the reactor on full. Just in case we need to leave quickly.”

“You got it, LT,” Oana said.

 

The Amerigo docked in the lower ring of Azusa Station two hours later. Unlike the gravity wheel up above, this section had minimal spin in order to facilitate easier cargo handling using null gravity.

Strand and Zeno came out through the airlock, sealed it behind them, and proceeded along the station’s hollow, pressurized spine. A simple maintenance bot had attempted to get inside the science vessel for a routine inspection in case the Amerigo needed any servicing, but Zeno had commanded it to go away.

The young lieutenant followed just behind the synthetic man as they drifted closer towards the main wheel. “You think that would have aroused any suspicion?”

Zeno continued to stare straight ahead. “Probably not. I told the unit that everything was in good working order.”

“It didn’t try to identify you or anything like that?”

“I updated the ship’s log with our biometric details and uploaded it during the hailing process. The station should recognize us as part of the crew.”

Strand was aghast. “What? Wouldn’t that identify us after we get outta here?”

“Don’t worry, the exploit I introduced into the scientific manifest at the station will be enough to corrupt their entire database. That would include records of all docked ships.”

“You are one devious son of a gun, Zeno.”

The synthetic reached the main upper landing, which led towards the gravity section. “Your love of archaic slang is noted, Strand.”

Strand pulled himself onto the platform using the attached handholds. He could feel the tugging of gravity almost immediately. “You know where to go from here?”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “The archives section is at the far spoke of the wheel. Once I plug myself in, we should get the full data stream in a matter of minutes.”

Strand’s wrist smartcom began beeping. He gave Zeno a look of bewilderment before he decided to take the incoming call. “Hello?”

The resulting holographic image materialized just above his wrist. A pale human male with a thick beard flashed a smile at him. “Captain Stavros, welcome aboard Azusa Station. I’m Dr. Yoshihiro Kamiki, the head of operations here. I’m sorry for not being able to greet you at the airlock, but we’re sort of busy at the command deck. Would you like to come up here and perhaps join me for some chow?”

Strand hadn’t expected this. “Um, sure. I must tell you, I don’t have a lot of time, since we’ll be leaving within the hour.”

“Oh, that is unfortunate. I was expecting to meet Captain Protagoras since he and I have been acquainted for years. Imagine my surprise when your ship’s crew manifest suddenly updated itself when we hailed your ship. Since you’ll be taking over from here on out I’d like to get to know you.”

Strand’s eyes drifted to his side, looking at Zeno, who remained stoic. If they were going to pull this off, he needed to play along. It was obvious the synthetic had given him an assumed name, but he wasn’t sure what other details had been sent over to the chatty station chief he was conversing with. “Okay, maybe I could come up for a short while.”

Kamiki chuckled. “Great, just take corridor six, it ought to lead the two of you right to us. Over and out.”

Strand tapped his wrist device and turned off the hologram before staring at the synthetic once again. “What exactly did you send over to these guys?”

“I merely copied and pasted several biographies together based on a number of deceased starship crewmen so there wouldn’t be any conflict with current crew databases.”

“Oh great, so now I’m impersonating a dead guy?”

“I must admit I wasn’t expecting this,” Zeno said. “Humans and other organics are quite unpredictable in their behaviors.”

Strand rolled his eyes. “Alright, just tell me the basics of what you uploaded concerning my identity. I’m sure this loose-lipped moron of a station chief read it all.”

“Full name is Daniel Stavros. Your homeworld is Tanis, in the Serpentis Region. Age is thirty-two. You got a scholarship to the Mount Olympus Academy on Mars and got your pilot’s license there. You’ve been employed by the Institute since last year after spending a decade crewing assorted freighters,” Zeno said.

“Okay, that ought to be enough. What kind of a planet is Tanis?”

“Arid. Mostly desert regions except at the frozen poles. Thin atmosphere of mostly carbon dioxide, so e-suits are required to go outdoors. Sort of similar to Mars in the early days, before it was terraformed by the Union, but with a gravity of eighty percent Earth standard.”

Strand inputted all the information he was being given into his smartcom. “Alright, what about you and the rest of the crew? He might ask.”

“My name would be Archimedes One Million Six Hundred Eighty-One Thousand Fifty-Six if he’s going to nitpick,” Zeno said. “I was recently activated after my earlier unit was lost in a space mishap. I didn’t upload the rest of the crew details, so you’ll have to make those parts up if he asks for them.”

Strand sighed as he made it over to the adjoining spoke corridor. The ever-increasing gravity was now keeping his feet firmly on the floor. “Give me an excuse to get you into the archives.”

The synthetic looked at him blankly. “I thought we were going to walk into the command deck and threaten them with our concealed weapons?”

“Since this idiot is practically inviting me to the command area, we might as well play along, right? If he’s as dumb as I think he is then he might allow you access to where you need to go—without me having to point a laser pistol at his face.”

Zeno keyed in his own com-link embedded behind his right ear. “One moment. Done.”

“What’s done?”

“I forwarded a request to the station’s AI network to access the archives. I cross-referenced an old query that was never completed and attached my fake identity to it.”

“Alright, good work,” Strand said. “If I can’t convince him, I’ll ring you with my com-link.”

“See you in a bit.” Zeno turned and proceeded towards another passageway, dutifully heading towards the archives.

After a few minutes, Strand got to the outer gravity ring. His legs felt a little wobbly, but he was able to adjust quickly, and soon approached the command deck. Just as he got to the main door, the entryway opened and a nytini with a bright silver cyber-harness shuffled out into the corridor where he was standing.

“Excuse me,” Strand said, walking past the alien before striding inside.

Dr. Kamiki was sitting in front of a group of consoles in the middle of the room. The large transparent windows of the command area revealed the glowing red dwarf star in the far distance. Another space station could be seen in the background; a long line of navigation lights across the darkness indicated multiple spacecraft on a slow orbit, waiting in line to be refueled.

Two other humans were on the other side of the room, seated behind their consoles, working feverishly and paying little heed to him. Strand mustered his best smile as he walked towards the station chief.

Kamiki noticed him as he got close. The station chief got up and smiled while shaking his hand. “Thanks for accepting my invitation, Captain. I’m afraid we’ll have to eat here since something else came up. The Institute sent us a message asking for a full accounting of all downloads and visiting ships. I’ve ordered one of the worker bots to bring food over in a few minutes. I hope you don’t mind.”

Strand kept smiling. “Not at all. I’m not really hungry anyway.”

The main door opened again, and a humanoid robot walked inside, carrying a tray. It mechanically made its way over to a nearby counter and set it down before turning around and leaving again.

Kamiki gleefully strode over to the tray of food, taking a large ceramic teapot and pouring its steaming contents into two cups. He offered one to Strand. “I hope you like tea. It’s a tradition among my ancestors.”

Strand took the piping hot cup and held it close to his mouth. He was about to drink it before realizing it would probably scald his tongue. The strange aroma smelled of vaporized terrestrial grass. “I don’t think I’ve ever had this before.”

Kamiki chuckled. “Well, it might be an acquired taste. Oh, I just got a request from your synthetic crewman to access the archives. A bit peculiar, isn’t it?”

Strand’s muscles stiffened. He figured he would throw the cup and its contents at the station chief’s face to distract him before drawing his weapon. “What’s peculiar?”

Kamiki took a sip from his cup before holding up his smartcom to see the holographic message. “Oh, just this request. It just sort of popped up. It says your synthetic crewmate Aristotle would like access to the restricted archive database. The request code checks out, but I could have sworn I remember receiving this exact same request last year, but it was never fulfilled since the synthetic in question never got onboard the station.”

“Oh, you mean that one,” Strand said. “When Aristotle was assigned to my ship by the Institute, they asked me to bring him over here to fulfill the request.”

“But why would the Institute do that? They already have everything in this station’s database.”

Strand shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea, I just follow orders. Perhaps there are some … discrepancies in the main archives and they just want to … ah, double check on all the research stations to make sure it’s all in sync.”

Kamiki pursed his lips while tapping his smartcom. “Alright, why not? There, I’ve gone ahead and cleared it. Seems your synthetic is very efficient; he’s already downloading it.”

A sense of relief washed over him. “Well, that’s Aristotle for you. He’s a new unit, and very eager to prove himself.”

While the two of them conversed, the other two crewmembers, a man and a woman, turned and stared at them, their sensitive hearing picking up everything.

Kamiki noticed the other two looking in their direction. He gestured at Strand to lean closer so he could whisper into his ear. “Oh, those two are brand new techs from the Institute, just transferred over a couple of days ago. Kruger and Garcia. They’re okay but somewhat nosy.”

Strand grinned. “I know what you mean. One of my crewmen on the Amerigo has the same type of personality.”

“Okay,” Kamiki said, his voice getting lower. “I did some research on your background. I know, I know, I guess I’m nosy too, but I keep things private.”

Strand raised an eyebrow. What is he getting at? “Can I help you with something, Doctor?”

Kamiki’s whispering seemed hesitant at first, but the true message eventually came out. “Well, you know, you did come from Tanis, and I’m sure you know about the local customs and all that over there, right?”

Strand narrowed his eyes. Zeno didn’t tell him anything about this. “Could you be more specific?”

Kamiki seemed to blush. “Well, you know, the kinky stuff they do on your homeworld. You see, I’m kinda into that too.”

Strand was both contemptuous and intrigued. Keep playing along. He placed the cup of tea back on the tray. “I haven’t spent much time there since my childhood days. You need to enlighten me as to what you really want.”

The station chief seemed surprised. “Oh? You never participated? I thought Tanisians were into that stuff since childhood?”

Strand wanted to hit him, but kept his calm. “I, uh … my parents raised me by the ancient scriptures. They’re Mormons. They didn’t allow me to watch any vids.”

Kamiki tapped his chin with his fingers. “Oh, I see. Well, I’ve read and heard about people from Tanis being pretty intimate with their holograms and pseudo-synths. There are plenty of brothels over there with bots that sort of …. ah, mimic humans, if you know what I mean.”

“Right,” Strand said. “You mean sex bots. Those aren’t true AI though. They’re just simple AI machines, with limited interaction and thought processes. True synthetics by law must make their appearance different from humans; that’s why they have red- or purple-colored skin.”

Kamiki nodded eagerly. “Yeah. Sorry for being evasive about this, but I sort of developed a … fetish.”

“A fetish?”

“Yes,” Kamiki said. “You see, I had a sort of … relationship with Captain Protagoras. We’d get together every time his ship docked.”

Strand snickered. “You’re a toaster poker?”

Kamiki partly looked away in embarrassment. “I-I didn’t at first. But all the years I spent on this station, just looking at charts and numbers. It sort of got to me.”

Strand shrugged. Zeno ought to be done by now. “I don’t care what other people do. Humping synthetics isn’t illegal. Yet it seems there’s a reason why you told me this.”

“Yeah … I was going to ask.”

Strand was getting impatient. “Ask what?”

Kamiki blinked several times. “Could I … uh. I mean, I know you have to take your ship and go, but … could I spend a few minutes with your synthetic … in my quarters?”

It took all of Strand’s willpower to prevent himself from bursting into laughter. After some barely suppressed chortling, he was finally able to compose himself. “Sorry, Doctor. I’m afraid Ze— I mean … Aristotle isn’t into that type of stuff. He’s an ardent follower of stoicism.”

The station chief seemed to physically deflate. He looked down towards the floor, trying to hide his dejection. “Okay. No problem.”

Strand was just about to tell him he needed to leave when he realized that both Garcia and Kruger had walked on over and now stood just a few meters away from them. He began to sense something was amiss. “Can I help you two?”

Kruger, the slightly taller male, had a blank look in his eyes. His upturned mouth seemed to be in a perpetual sneer. “I’ve finished crosschecking your background files, Captain. Your identity doesn’t match anyone from the Science Institute.”

Strand tensed up again. Who in the hell are these people? “Is this a joke?”

Kamiki stood in between the three of them, holding up his free hand. “They already checked out. This is a routine upload into our servers. What are you two doing?”

The lithe dark-haired woman named Garcia threw her arm across the station chief’s chest, hurling him across the room with uncanny strength. Kamiki cried out as he tumbled backwards, smashing into the side of a console and ending up in a jumbled heap.

Strand tried to draw his snub laser pistol, but Kruger was too fast for him. The Institute technician quickly closed the gap and grabbed hold of his wrist, just as he was about to aim the weapon in their direction. Strand groaned as the intense pressure in his wrist made him drop the pistol, the weapon falling noisily on the solid floor. He tried to struggle free, but Kruger’s grip on both his hand and throat were unnaturally strong.

Groaning, Kamiki tried to get up, but Garcia dashed over to him and kicked him in the stomach. The station chief doubled over in agony, rolling on the floor for a few seconds before drifting off into unconsciousness.

Kruger edged closer to Strand, who had been locked in a painful grapple hold. “If you want to live, tell me the truth. You are affiliated with the Nepenthe, yes?”

Strand grimaced in pain. “Fekk off, you goddamn synth.”

Kruger twisted the wrist he had been holding, fracturing it. Strand screamed and used his other hand to punch Kruger in the side of his face, but the blows were having no effect. Kruger let go of his right wrist and grabbed his other arm. “I’ll break this other one next. Then I’ll take an eye out.”

Strand drew in a series of sharp, painful breaths. “I’m … a merc. I was hired to get in here, that’s all I know.”

Garcia stood a few meters away and eyed him with seeming indifference. “Based on his eyes and body language, it’s highly probable he is hiding something.”

Kruger held onto his left forearm with an ever-tightening grip. “I’ve counted two of you coming through the airlock. How many more of your group remain in the vessel?”

Strand continued to breathe heavily. “There are two squads in the ship with a-suits, ready for action. If I don’t report back right now, they’ll deploy and kill everybody in here.”

“It’s highly probable he’s lying,” Garcia said.

The main doors slid open and Zeno popped in through the opening, firing his laser pistol. The first shot grazed Kruger’s shoulder, making him turn his attention towards the new threat. Strand twisted his forearm and slipped away from the technician’s grasp, dropping to his knees to retrieve his weapon.

Garcia turned and charged towards Zeno, hoping to distract him. Strand’s ally fired several bursts of laser fire, eviscerating her torso. Torrents of cream-colored coolant erupted from the wounds on her chest, but Garcia kept on coming. Zeno’s next shots were at close range and directed at her head. Garcia’s face literally melted as her synthetic cheekbones gave way, until what was left of her visage was nothing but a half-melted puddle of circuitry and nanocarbon. Her main processor was destroyed, and she fell forward onto the floor.

Strand was on the ground, struggling desperately to grab hold of the pistol. Kruger fell on top of him, away from Zeno’s line of sight, as they both grappled on the floor behind one of the consoles.

Kruger was able to get both hands around the lieutenant’s throat. The damage he took in the shoulder sapped away much of his strength, and he struggled to get a proper grip on the target’s jugular.

Strand’s left hand finally felt the grip of the pistol and he twisted his body sideways, hoping to fire off a shot at point-blank range and disable his opponent before he got his life choked out of him. He pointed the laser’s barrel to the side of his attacker, just as Kruger’s hands began squeezing his throat. Strand could no longer breathe, and the intense pressure around his windpipe was making him see bright flashes in his field of vision. He pulled the trigger a few times before the pain finally made him black out.

 

When he opened his eyes again, Strand refocused his vision and stared up at Zeno’s violet face. His throat was parched and it was painful to take in air. “What … what happened?”

Zeno pulled him up by his left forearm. “You were unconscious for a minute there.”

As he struggled to his feet, Strand realized his face and chest were dripping with slimy coolant fluid. Kruger lay by his side on the floor, his eyes open and his mouth fixed in a frozen, mocking twist of contempt. A muffled groan coming from the other side of the room meant that Kamiki was still in between the throes of dazed consciousness and stupor.

“You had already disabled him by the time I got to a firing position,” Zeno said. “I merely finished him off.”

Strand coughed. He could taste blood in his mouth. His right wrist dangled by his side, broken and useless. “They were synths.”

“Yes, they were.”

Strand shook his head slowly. “I … thought it was illegal for synths to disguise themselves … as humans.”

“It is,” Zeno said. “I can only surmise that whoever controlled these units didn’t care much for the law. It would place them in the same league as us.”

“Screw it,” Strand said. “Did you download the files we need?”

The synthetic nodded. “I did indeed. I may need Sappho’s help to fully decrypt it all in a short amount of time though.”

“Then let’s go already.”

They had both started to make their way towards the doors when their wrist smartcoms began beeping.

Strand placed the device close to his mouth. “Yeah?”

The audio belonged to Oana. “LT, we’re picking up multiple contacts and hails.”

“Where are they coming from?”

“From one of the nearby gas giants. I’m counting at least two … no, three Star Force destroyers heading towards this station. They’re ordering us to stay put because they want to board the Amerigo for inspection.”

“We’re on our way back already. Get ready to undock and go to full acceleration.”

“Yes, LT.”


13 The Getaway

Garrett Strand gave a slight groan while easing himself onto the captain’s chair. He had made a quick trip with Zeno to the science vessel’s medbay, and now all four of his strike team were back on the bridge of the Amerigo. “What’s our status, Oana?”

Oana Florescu continued to sit at the pilot’s console. “We transferred the prisoners over to the station while you were getting back to the ship, LT. Keo and I placed them in one of the other airlocks and bolted it down with a security exploit. They won’t be able to get out for a few days without any outside help.”

Ripoll Keo was situated towards the rear of the bridge. “Zeno’s malware is causing havoc all over the station. It’s going to take them days just to get everything back to normal again. Even the bots are going nuts in there. The station crew are in a panic, but they can’t signal for help because we sabotaged their com-link system.”

Strand held up his right forearm. The broken wrist had been set and would fully heal in a few hours, but it continued to feel stiff. “Undock us and head towards waypoint bravo.”

There was a slight lurch as the Amerigo detached itself from Azusa Station. Oana preferred to use the autopilot for these procedures since she had already inputted the course into the ship’s AI well ahead of time. “Detach maneuver completed. Radiator wings deployed. Accelerating to two-gees.”

Zeno had wedged himself against the side of the wall in order to better brace his body in case of any sudden accelerations while monitoring the com-link chatter. “The three destroyers are reacting. One is still heading for the station, while the other two changed course and are attempting to intercept us.”

Strand settled in the chair as the Amerigo’s delta-V continued to increase. “They saying anything?”

“Just the usual. ‘Stop and prepare to be boarded or you will be fired upon.’ Should we reply?”

Strand sighed. Up until those two synths revealed themselves back inside the station, he had thought it would be an easy operation; getting away clean was proving to be tough nowadays. “No. It seems they were expecting us. Zeno, have you formed any conclusions about this?”

“Nothing definitive,” Zeno said. “The two disguised synthetics were indeed a clever ruse, but from what I gathered they didn’t reveal themselves until after they ran a full background analysis and determined our identities were faked.”

“What does that tell you?”

“They were on guard, that much is apparent, but not expecting us to venture into the actual station in person,” Zeno said. “I can come up with two hypotheses. The first is the synthetics were stationed there to look out for potential breaches merely as a routine security precaution.”

“And the second?”

“They were indeed on the lookout for us,” Zeno said, “but they might not have been certain as to our identities, hence their delayed reaction. My guess is, whoever is behind this deployed covert synthetics to all Science Institute space relay stations in the region, hoping we would venture into one of them.”

“If they were truly expecting us, I would have thought they’d bring in more of their operatives,” Strand said.

“You are correct,” Zeno said. “The fact there were only two of their assets in place means this counterintelligence operation of theirs may have been done in haste, with whatever they could spare at this time.”

Strand pursed his lips. “Okay. How far away are those two destroyers?”

“They’re accelerating as well, going close to three-gees,” Oana said. “They won’t be able to get to extreme weapons range for at least twelve hours. Their lasers will get to us faster though. Should we start evasive maneuvering?”

Strand shook his head. “No, not for a while. If we begin evasive maneuvers right away they’ll know we’re guilty of something. Keo, how long till the third destroyer docks with the station?”

Keo checked the readouts on the engineer’s console. “Around six hours, LT.”

Strand rubbed his chin. “They won’t treat us as hostile until they hear from the captives at the station. Let me know the moment they dock.”

“You got it, LT.”

Strand turned his attention towards the pilot’s console. “Oana, go to manual control only after we detect any weapons discharge. Once they start firing their lasers, increase acceleration to four-gees and begin evasive maneuvering. Right now, just keep your eye on the sensors. I want to know if they set up a kill zone.”

“Yes, LT,” Oana said.

Since their fusion thrusters were facing the enemy, laser fire at extreme ranges would hit the ship’s aft hull first, but their effects would largely be blunted by the Amerigo’s plasma exhaust. The real danger at this distance would be coming from the gauss cannons and lancer missiles. Once they began evasive maneuvering, it would be a waiting game to see if their aft sensors would be able to spot the incoming ordinance in time to alter course and evade them. Gauss munitions were unguided, while lancers would fire molten projectiles when they got too close. Modern space warfare favored those with steady minds who could make the right moves at a precise moment in time.

Strand glanced in Zeno’s direction. Being a civilian ship, the Amerigo didn’t have any point defense systems, nor was her hull well armored, and a single hit on her drive would be enough to render them all helpless. “This is going to be one heck of a short getaway if we don’t hear from our old friends. Please tell me the good news.”

“Incoming coded message from waypoint bravo has been confirmed,” Zeno said. “Based on my calculations we ought to reach our intended destination just as our pursuers get to within extreme weapons range. This will be close.”

“I’ll take those odds,” Strand said. “Now if only the other spacers do their jobs well.”

 

Millions of klicks away, Duncan Hauk floated inside the cramped aft pod of the battle drone along with Spacer Sergeant Boaz Singer. They had been dozing off in the null gravity, trying to get as much rest as they could ever since they had successfully attached the mass driver to the nearby asteroid just a few hours before. With most of the drone’s primary systems switched off in order to remain hidden from the sensors of the nearby space stations, there wasn’t much to do except wait.

A beeping noise coming from their com-link circuits instantly snapped them awake. The rear pod’s interior lights came on, and the rumbling voice of Commander Creull could soon be heard. “Amerigo is approaching the waypoint. Suit up and get moving.”

Being the designated commander of the pair, Boaz pulled himself towards his battle suit, which had been strapped along the side of the capsule. “Wake up, Duncan.”

Hauk blinked a few times as his eyes adjusted to the brightened lights. The new ocular implants seemed to work fine, though he would still sometimes get a case of blurry vision upon waking. Remembering where his own a-suit was, he used the handholds along the walls to get closer to it.

Boaz had already taken off his skinsuit and floated around naked while easing himself into the open rear torso of the battle armor. He turned to look at his subordinate. “Hurry up and get your coveralls off; you wouldn’t want to be wearing that when the bio-gel goes on your body.”

“Sorry,” Duncan said as he began to slip out of his skinsuit. The crew preferred to get in naked when wearing battle armor, since the bio-gel would serve as a liquid coat in between the solid layer of composite armor and their skin in order to prevent rashes, chafing, and itching. The initial sensation of being encased in a warm, gelatinous substance took some time to get used to.

Now fully covered in his battle armor, Boaz waited as the bio-gel began to seep through the gaps between his body and the suit. In less than a minute, only his head, with its separate neck collar, remained free of the substance. He quickly ran a diagnostic check using his suit’s AI, making sure that all systems were fully functional. Once he received an affirmative, he detached himself from the wall.

Hauk felt the liquid gel soaking his body the moment he activated the suit, but he had forgotten to designate his helmet to breathe standard air. The boy’s eyes opened wide in surprise as his face was suddenly engulfed in the greenish fluid before he tapped on his command menu to switch back to air-breathing mode. He had accidentally swallowed a mouthful of bio-gel, and he instinctively coughed it back out, staining the lower part of his faceplate with rapidly hardening goo.

Boaz noticed the boy struggling while still attached to the wall. “Duncan, you okay?”

Hauk coughed a few more times while shaking his head to clean away the dried bio-gel still stuck in his visor. He took off his helmet and wiped at its interior before placing it back on. “Yes, sorry. I accidentally had the helmet on liquid breathe mode.”

Boaz chuckled. “That’s okay. Happened to me once too. You good to go?”

Hauk nodded as he detached himself from the wall. “Yes. All set.”

Boaz keyed in his com-link. “Delta team set.”

“Amerigo is an hour away from your position,” Creull said over the com-link. “Get the mass driver going.”

“At once, Commander,” Boaz said on the com-link before turning to glance at Hauk. “I’m depressurizing the pod now.”

Hauk had finished stowing away his skinsuit in the nearby cabinet. He was to be nothing more than an observer for the duration of the mission due to it being his first deployment. “Ready.”

Boaz keyed himself into the battle pod’s command line. “Activating mass driver … now.”

 

The Amerigo was moving at four-gees of acceleration, doing her best to keep the two pursuing destroyers at bay when the science vessel began to skirt close to Kolob’s asteroid belt. Just as the lead destroyer fired a warning shot with its lasers, one of the outlying asteroids began moving out of its orbit and headed directly towards them.

Inside the science vessel’s interior, the three crewmembers at the bridge now wore their helmets and life support packs while strapped down to their respective accelerator couches; the synthetic man remained attached firmly to the wall.

Zeno was hardly affected by the increased gravity load, and his demeanor remained impassive. Just as he was about to communicate to his organic allies, he sensed something strange within his core processor. It felt like a jolt of power, temporarily confusing him for a brief second, before his systems were back to normal.

Despite having a headache from the increased pressure on his body, Strand noticed his synthetic colleague’s sudden spasms. “Zeno, you okay?”

Zeno turned and looked at him. “Yes. I’m sorry, I experienced a slight hiccup in my memory processor.”

“I’ve never seen you jerk like that before,” Strand said. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” Zeno said. “I wanted to inform you the lead destroyer just fired a warning shot using her lasers.”

“That means we’re in weapons range,” Strand said tersely. “Oana, start your evasive maneuvering and get us behind that asteroid. Keo, watch the sensors. If you spot any incoming munitions, key it into the pilot’s console.”

Both Keo and Oana answered in unison. “Yes, sir.”

“Zeno, pay attention to what those destroyers are doing,” Strand said. “I need your full analysis on this.”

“I believe they might have fired a burst of gauss munitions in an attempt to disable us,” Zeno said. “I’ll key the probable fire corridors into the ship’s AI. Also, the third destroyer has begun her pursuit as well, but she won’t get here in time.”

“Did they fire any lancers?”

“No, it doesn’t look like it,” Zeno said. “If they fired lancer missiles then they would be seeking to destroy us.”

“Okay,” Strand said. Battles in space were mostly spent waiting and watching sensors before having to make quick adjustments on the fly. There was no telling when an incoming projectile or missile alert would pop up until the last minute, so one had to be constantly on guard once the opposing side got to within weapons range. Spacecraft commanders who didn’t pay attention or were slow to react usually didn’t survive for very long.

 

Hauk watched the mostly one-sided battle unfold on the tactical screen in his visor. The Amerigo had no weapons or defenses, and all she could do was run. The plan was to use the asteroids as both a shield and a distraction to the enemy until the science vessel could get to the shadow zone just beyond the asteroid field. Out by the wisps of dark matter the Nepenthe waited, not wishing to reveal herself lest a system-wide alert be issued, resulting in all nearby Star Force armadas being immediately dispatched to intercept and destroy her.

Another strike team was handling the second asteroid moving alongside them. The plan was to set up cover using the space rocks by getting in between the intercepting destroyers and the science vessel. Once the asteroids had begun taking damage, the battle drones behind them would peel away and join the Amerigo in retreat towards the shadow zone.

Boaz continued to control the mass driver that had been pushing at the asteroid in front of them. It had now gone up to three-gees of acceleration, and that was the extent of their delta-V. “Damn, I wish this piece of rock would go faster, but that’s it.”

Hauk kept holding his breath. The agony of waiting was nerve-wracking. “Just by looking at the numbers I think we need to increase delta-V. Those destroyers are getting too close.”

“I wish I could, but we can’t do any more,” Boaz said. “It’s up to the LT now to get his ship behind us.”

 

As the ranges got closer, the laser attacks from the two destroyers began to heat up the exposed aft sections of the Amerigo’s hull. The constant evasive maneuvering would sometimes reveal parts of the science vessel’s superstructure to the enemy laser batteries, away from the protective plasma exhausts of the Amerigo’s thrusters, and parts of her outer coating had begun to ablate. The gravity ring in particular had already sustained serious damage, with several of its habitat modules having been breached.

Keo kept his eyes on the engineering console. “We’re losing hull integrity on the gravity wheel module.”

“It looks like they don’t care about our lives anymore,” Zeno said. “They must have freed the ship and station crews we left behind.”

“Oana, initiate emergency release of the gravity wheel,” Strand said.

“Activating emergency separation protocols,” Oana said. “All internal airlocks to gravity wheel sealed. Beginning internal bulkhead separation in five … four … three … two …one.”

“Attention,” Zeno said. “Port sensors detecting incoming gauss ordinance. Impact in two minutes.”

Strand let out a deep breath. “Can we evade?”

“No, the firing corridors covered all possible directional changes,” Zeno said. “They sent out plenty of munitions to make sure we would get hit by at least one burst no matter what our new heading would be.”

Strand grimaced. “Oana, where is the gravity wheel now?”

“Emergency detachment complete,” Oana said. “It’s starting to drift away from us.”

“Here’s what we do,” Strand said. “Decelerate slightly and get that gravity wheel to drift along our port side.”

Oana’s right hand carefully guided the manual control stick. “Starting gimbal maneuvering now.”

“Interesting plan,” Zeno said, “but with the detached module having barely any armor, I think the gauss shells will still penetrate past it and into the Amerigo.”

“Better than nothing,” Strand said. “Parts of the gravity wheel are still pressurized, so it might act as a bumper shield to take most of the kinetic shock away from the ordinance before it hits us.”

“Good point,” Zeno said.

“Maneuver completed,” Oana said tersely. “I’ve positioned the ship so our engines and this deck are somewhat covered by the still-pressurized modules.”

Strand craned his head so he could look at the rear of the bridge. “Keo, depressurize the entire ship. The incoming shots ought to hit us any time now. Everybody brace for impact.”

Just as Keo began the depressurization sequence, a small grouping of nano-carbon rods impacted the wheel module floating alongside the ship, shredding it. Most of the ordinance was absorbed and stopped by the detached component, but six more continued on past the improvised barrier and impacted the Amerigo’s hull at a reduced velocity.

Everyone except Zeno immediately tensed up at the moment of impact. Oana let out a shrill scream before cutting herself off. The science vessel’s hull shuddered slightly from the attack, and the crew briefly heard the distant sounds of escaping air and the grinding of metal. The bridge seemed undamaged and remained well lighted as everyone began poring over the updated readouts on their consoles.

“Keo, give me a damage report,” Strand said.

“One hit took out the main battery so we’re on reserve,” Keo said. “Another near miss on the reactor—less than two meters—but she’s still good. Two hits went right through us, rupturing some nonessentials. Radiators working properly, though we lost some internal coolant when one of the tanks burst. Other than that, we’re okay.”

Oana couldn’t help but smile. “We made it.”

“Another attack could end it all for us,” Strand said. “Everybody stay sharp. Keep your eyes peeled on those sensors.”

 

“We’re in position,” Boaz said. “Altering mass driver heading now to move alongside the lieutenant’s ship and act as cover for them.”

Hauk had the virtual display running in his visor. The asteroid they controlled would be virtually orbiting the Amerigo as they all headed towards the dark matter field. “They got hit a few times but they still seem okay.”

“For fekk’s sake, Duncan,” Boaz said. “Keep your eyes on any potential incoming attacks. I need to know in advance so I can position the asteroid to block any approaching munitions.”

“Sorry,” Hauk said. “My scopes are clear.”

“That could change any time,” Boaz said. “Our sensors won’t be picking up anything until they’re close enough, so we gotta react fast. This is a busy corridor, so lots of background noise you need to filter through.”

Hauk continued to concentrate on the tactical map. His sergeant was right. The sensor modules were picking up everything, and the simple AI systems were hard pressed to identify an incoming threat as each set of probabilities were continually updated.

“We’ve matched speed and heading with the Amerigo,” Boaz said. “Asteroid two is right behind them while we react against any attacks coming up from any other direction. You spot anything out there?”

Hauk shook his head. “Still nothing. Asteroid two is heating up a bit; those destroyers are really working their lasers on it.”

Boaz chuckled. “These big rocks we’re moving around are at least three klicks in diameter. Gonna take a lot of power to vaporize a hefty chunk of it. I ain’t too worried about their lasers.”

Hauk’s eyes widened when a large blip on his virtual map suddenly appeared out of nowhere. “Contact! I got a big one less than half a million klicks from the shadow zone.”

Boaz twisted his head in surprise. “What? There wasn’t anything out here before.”

Hauk clenched his jaw. “It looks like another destroyer. Just appeared out of nowhere. Right ahead of us.”

“They got us in a pincer,” Boaz said. “How the heck did we not notice her before?”

Hauk could see the Nepenthe had by now activated her fusion engines and was coming to the rescue. The problem was, it would take her at least a few hours to get to them. By that time this fourth destroyer would be able to obliterate the Amerigo and the two battle drones guarding her.

“She’s firing her lasers. I’m putting asteroid one in front of the Amerigo so this rock can take the attack,” Boaz said. “If she fires her gauss cannons we ought to be able to take it too.”

It took less than a minute for the embedded mass driver to make the necessary adjustments. The wounded science vessel now had two asteroids shielding her front and rear sides.

“Looks like we’re good for the time being,” Boaz said. “Now if we could just—”

The youth’s words were cut off when the proximity alerts blared in their helmet audio speakers. They both began to check the displays again. Hauk let out a gasp.

Multiple incoming contacts were coming in towards the vulnerable sides. The size of the contacts and their heat signatures indicated lancer missiles.

Boaz’s voice was shrill. “They must have deployed the missiles ahead of time and waited until we got into range. We’re dead.”

“We got this battle drone we’re riding in,” Hauk said. “Let’s try to intercept as many of the lancers as we can before they hit.”

Boaz quickly recovered his senses. He began issuing commands to the drone AI that was piloting the spacecraft. “I’m opening the pod door and giving you full control of the mass driver for the asteroid. Get going.”

Hauk was shocked. “What? Let me stay with the drone.”

“No,” Boaz said. “I outrank you. Get moving—that’s an order. We don’t have much time.”

The boy understood the burdens of command. He stood by the door as it opened up. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

“Keep the LT and his crew safe,” Boaz said. It felt like his last words.

Hauk held back the tears as he used his suit’s built-in thrusters to maneuver himself away from the drone. The moment he was halfway between the small spacecraft and the mass driver, he could see the battle drone energizing its radiator wings before heading off. For the first time since his mother had died, he felt a sense of loss. Every crewmember of the Nepenthe was special to him, and seeing his colleague heading out to face off against death filled him with both shame and frustration for not being able to join Boaz.

It took less than a minute for him to reach the rear of the mass driver. Carefully making sure he decelerated in time, Hauk grabbed one of the handholds and made his way up to an open platform. Using his helmet’s virtual menu, he began to get a direct uplink with the device. The mass driver was the size of a small building and vaguely resembled a gigantic hand, its fingers digging deeply into the body of the asteroid, while a massive fusion exhaust continually erupted from where its wrist would have been.

Hauk linked the mass driver controls with the science vessel less than a klick behind it. They had placed a number of sensors in front of the asteroid, and it was clear the destroyer ahead of them continued to fire her lasers to keep him from shifting the huge space rock to shield against the incoming lancers at the flanks. Come on, Nepenthe, he thought. Hurry up!

Looking up into the darkness, he could see brief flashes of light, like distant twinkling stars before the endless night covered it all up again. He knew the missile warheads had detonated, sending out their deadly ordinance towards them.

 

Lancer missiles were named as such because they did not detonate on impact, rather their internal AI systems would set off a simple fusion charge behind a solid composite lining, accelerating the latter with enormous speed towards the target, turning the once inert nose of the missile into a kinetic projectile which was impossible to protect against using point defense weaponry.

Conventional missiles could be destroyed or damaged before they reached their targets, limiting their effectiveness. Lancer missiles soon became standard armament for both ships and planetary defenses. If the missile AI timed it correctly, there would be no time for the target vessel to change her course to avoid it.

Boaz did his best, using his battle drone’s own lasers and lancer missiles to intercept the incoming munitions by impacting them with a counter charge. By rushing headlong into the swarm of approaching projectiles he was able to give the Amerigo more time, and in the end he used the drone he rode in as a sort of shield when he ran out of ammunition. Boaz could have saved himself by veering away; instead he maneuvered the drone until it faced the largest concentration of projectiles, and accelerated right into them. The incoming ordinance slammed into the flattened side of his drone’s hull, annihilating it.

 

Hauk screamed as he noticed the remaining lancers tearing through their makeshift defenses and severely damaging the Amerigo. He could feel the asteroid he was riding on begin to decelerate in order to match velocities with the now crippled science vessel.

Turning around, he looked down the length of the Amerigo’s hull; the tactical AI in his suit had begun an analysis. There were two large gaping holes along the aft superstructure, clear evidence of the vessel’s rapid loss in acceleration. The pursuing ships behind them would surely catch up and get within optimum weapons range now.

Keying in his audio, he called out to the crew inside the second battle drone that was supposed to be controlling the rear mass driver holding the second asteroid, only to blink back in despair. The other drone had been impacted by a direct hit, and his status readouts indicated that both spacers inside the pod were also dead.

Three confirmed dead including his sergeant, and the possibility of the Amerigo crew as casualties too. With operational control of both mass drivers now being transferred over to his battle armor’s AI, Hauk quickly slaved all controls to match every adjustment the science vessel made.

The remote sensors embedded at the front of the asteroid told him the destroyer ahead of them had spotted the Nepenthe, and was now turning to face the new threat. The enemy commander must have communicated with the three other destroyers behind them, since the sensors on the rear asteroid were detecting more impacts from lancer missiles now. It seemed the pursuing Star Force ships were more determined than ever to smash through the rear asteroid in order to annihilate the Amerigo before the Nepenthe could get to her.

Precious minutes ticked by. Hauk’s readouts indicated the rearward asteroid was taking tremendous punishment, and there was a possibility it would fracture into pieces. The attached mass driver at the rear was using up precious fuel in order to keep it steady.

By this time the Amerigo’s acceleration had virtually stopped. Damage control diagnostics came back with grim news: the reactor had been severely damaged. There was no question the destroyers would succeed in their intercept course. The boy checked the personnel status of the strike team inside the Amerigo but his readouts were blank.

Hauk activated his suit’s com-link circuit to the Amerigo. “Is there anyone there who can hear me? Please answer!”

Strand’s calm reply gave the boy a bit of hope. “Easy, kid. You’re about to burst my eardrums. What’s your status? The blown reactor took out the ship AI so we’re not getting any proper readouts from here. Where’s your team sergeant?”

Hauk let out a deep breath. They’re alive! “Lieutenant, everyone’s gone except me. The enemy vessel ahead of us laid out a trap with lancer missiles. Both battle drones are out too.”

“Lancers, eh? Devious bastards. You had better get going. We’ll just have to fight it out on our own and give them a surprise when they try and board us.”

“Sir, there’s still time to get you back to the Nepenthe. Evacuate your team from the ship and get to me.”

“Over to you? Where the hell are you?”

“Sergeant Boaz told me to stay with the mass driver, sir. I think it still has enough fuel to get to the shadow zone and link up with the Nepenthe.”

“Hell of a risky plan, but I like it. Stand by.”

Using the enhanced visual mode in his helmet visor, Hauk saw the lieutenant and his team open up an airlock by the side of the Amerigo and head towards him using EVA thruster packs.

With the growing distance between them, the boy estimated it would take Strand’s team fifteen minutes to reach the mass driver. Come on, you can do it.

Hauk tensed up when a warning beep blared in his ears. The sensors on the second mass driver indicated the rearward asteroid had taken a tremendous pounding and was close to fracturing. He keyed in his com-link circuit once more. “Lieutenant, you need to increase your acceleration. The space rock behind you is about to—”

His words were cut off when the rearward asteroid’s outline suddenly lit up like a small star and exploded, sending pieces of rock in multiple directions. A boulder the size of a small ship came hurtling towards Strand’s strike team.

Hauk’s suit AI told him the flying lump of space rock was on an imminent collision course with the four people making their way towards him. “Look out, incoming!”

Strand and Zeno were able to react, altering their trajectory just in time, and the boulder missed them by a few meters. Oana had somewhat gotten out of the way, but her EVA thruster pack was damaged as the side of the rock grazed it, tearing away essential chunks of machinery. Keo was hit a glancing blow by a boulder as it passed him by, crushing his thruster pack and sending him into a spin.

Disengaging the tether line, Hauk activated his leg thrusters and headed towards the unresponsive spacer sergeant. Keo’s arms were limp as he continued to spin like a top. Strand had turned around and got to his subordinate first, using his hands to disengage Keo’s damaged thruster pack, and stopped the youth’s spin. Zeno altered his course in order to rendezvous with Oana to see if she was alright. The synthetic man wasn’t wearing a spacesuit, so he couldn’t speak.

By the time Hauk had gotten to the two of them, Strand was holding onto the unconscious Keo and had begun to readjust his thruster pack’s course towards the mass driver. Hauk grabbed hold of the top of the oversized backpack and used his own foot thrusters to increase their collective delta-V.

“Thanks,” Strand said. “For a rookie you ain’t doing so badly.”

Hauk winced as the Amerigo imploded behind him, sending more debris their way. He turned and saw a piece of the hull hurtling towards them, his suit’s AI screaming out in alarm. The boy aimed and fired his arm-mounted gauss rifle, sending the once threatening shard of composite carbon towards a different trajectory.

“Looks like they just wanted to finish the job,” Strand said. “Hopefully they’ll think we died in the blast.”

“We’ve still got that other destroyer ahead of us, Lieutenant,” Hauk said.

“Not for long,” Strand said confidently. “I now have a com-link channel with the Nepenthe.”

Hauk activated his tactical display and was pleasantly surprised. It seemed the Nepenthe had already fired her gauss cannons before she activated the fusion engines. By the time the fourth destroyer had changed her heading, several bursts of tungsten and carbon rods had impacted the hull of the enemy vessel, completely disabling her.

“Enemy vessel in front of us is out, and the ones behind us think we all died when the Amerigo went down,” Strand said. “We’re home free.”


14 Commitment

Once centrifugal gravity had returned to the Nepenthe’s habitable decks, Dr. Dhara Hayer slumped back on the side of the bed. The door leading out into the corridor was transparent in order to give the visual illusion of space, but the obvious reality of being confined in a prison cell couldn’t be denied by the mind.

It had been weeks since her abduction, and she had dutifully kept her mouth shut. Dhara was surprised they didn’t torture her, since she had heard all sorts of rumors about the bloodthirstiness of these outlaws. The endless hours of doing nothing but staring at the walls turned her thoughts inward, and she spent each second poring over her regrets about what she tried to do just before they captured her.

If I could just take it back, I would. The scene replayed itself in her mind over and over again. The images and sensations had burned so deeply into her psyche, and she could no longer recall anything else. She remembered the gun in her hand. The image of Maeve’s terrified face as Dhara pointed the weapon at her ward and pulled the trigger. The action had felt so reflexive, as if she had been conditioned to do it, despite her long-term affection for the girl.

Dhara had been under orders. Her superiors had told her the same thing over and over again. Do not allow Subject Zero to fall into the hands of the enemy. She even surmised they might have placed a subliminal trigger in her AI implant, turning her into a killer when the proper circumstances arose. How else would she have had the courage to actually point a gun at the girl she once considered as her own daughter?

No matter how hard she tried, the furies in her mind kept hounding her with guilt. As they were brought into the pirate ship, Maeve had refused to even look at her. Dhara tried to apologize for her actions, only to be angrily rebuffed. She had never known Maeve to act like she did, but then again Dhara had tried to kill her and nearly succeeded.

Their argument in the main holding cell had become so heated even the pirates decided to separate them. Perhaps it’s for the better, she thought. Maeve wants me dead for breaking the trust between us. I don’t blame her for feeling that way.

Her brooding dulled her alertness, and she didn’t notice the cell block door sliding open until a voice from the corridor called out to her. “Dr. Hayer, would you come out here?”

Dhara got up in surprise. The voice belonged to the captain of the Nepenthe. Something was happening. With no other choices available to her, she slowly made her way towards the now open cell door in trepidation. Peering out into the corridor, she instantly saw the group of four standing in front of her.

Commander Creull stood fully upright near the end of the corridor. “Hurry up.”

With nothing else to lose, Dhara stepped out into the passageway and faced them. “What do you want?”

Zeno’s emotionless stare was somewhat disconcerting to her. “We know about Maeve Lindros now. And of your work concerning the artifact uncovered on New Zion.”

Dhara looked down at the floor. “If you know everything, then I guess this is the end of the line for me?”

“We’re not going to execute you,” Captain Lucien Dangard said. “We’d like to ask you for your help.”

Dhara was taken aback. “My help? You hold me prisoner for weeks and you want my help?”

“The one who hired us didn’t tell us everything,” Zeno said. “From what we gathered, this faction is most probably a rival to the ones who financed your research. We suspect they are either executive oligarchs or high-ranking politicians with an agenda.”

Creull wanted to get to the point. Her species had no tolerance for patient conversation. “Do you know who financed your team?”

Dhara shook her head. “Not really. All I know is we didn’t have a budget per se, and we could do whatever we wanted.”

Garrett Strand rubbed his chin. “Like altering personnel records to make it look like Maeve’s parents were childless, thereby owning her completely, allowing you to do whatever you want, right?”

Dhara scowled. “It wasn’t like that! I was running things. I made sure no one ever abused her. We always treated her with respect.”

“By shutting her away in a remote outpost and not even adding her existence as a citizen into the Union database,” Captain Dangard said. “You and your staff treated her like a lab animal.”

Dhara looked away in shame. “Look, I myself requested to at least make her a citizen, but I was overruled. I had no choice. The Institute review board threatened me with a black mark on my record if I ever disobeyed their directives.”

“So you placed your career over your humanity, huh? Pretty pathetic,” Strand said.

Dhara pointed at the group in front of her. “You all talk about morality to me? You’re pirates! How many people have you killed, huh? You just go about plundering and pillaging whenever you feel like it. Excuse me for stating the obvious, but none of you ought to be lecturing me about ethics.”

“You’re right,” Captain Dangard said. “We do all of those things and more. But the main reason we wanted to talk to you is because of her.” He turned and gestured with his hand towards the open bulkhead at the end of the corridor.

Maeve Lindros stepped into the passageway. Dhara had to place a hand over her mouth to stop herself from making an inadvertent gasp. The teenage girl had been listening the whole time.

Creull had instinctively tensed up, ready for action. She remained beside Maeve at the end of the cell block, along with Strand.

Maeve’s voice was a pained whisper. “I’m just an experiment to you?”

Dhara shook her head slowly. “No, Maeve. You were always a true person to me, my dear.”

The teenage girl had tears in her eyes. “You tried to kill me! I trusted you!”

Dhara looked down at the floor in shame. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight. I … I thought they were going to torture us, rape us. I … I wanted to spare you from that.”

“It’s a lie and you know it,” the captain said. “You were under orders not to let the Institute’s most prized asset fall into enemy hands. Well, she did. You need to tell her everything now.”

Dhara took a deep breath before she spoke. Perhaps talking about Maeve’s parents would gain me some sympathy. “Maeve, I was with your parents when the … accident happened. They were good people. Your mother was due to rotate out of the excavation site in order to prepare for your birth.”

Despite what she had done, Maeve knew she couldn’t hate Dhara. The girl gave a slight snort to keep her nose from running. “What happened to them?”

Dhara looked away and sighed, unable to make eye contact. “To this day we don’t know what really happened. Your parents and four others were right beside the artifact when it suddenly began to glow even brighter; nobody knew why. I was in the control booth and I told them to evacuate the immediate area at once.”

Zeno recalled the exact words on the report they had retrieved from Azusa Station. So far she was telling the truth. “The files indicated the artifact didn’t explode right away. At least a minute passed. Why didn’t they follow your orders?”

Dhara shook her head. “I don’t know. It was like they were rooted to the spot. One of the other researchers, Dr. Clancy, had fallen to the ground beside the artifact and began convulsing. Maeve’s parents remained where they were. It was as if some … some force had compelled them to stop.”

“The other staff members in the area also sensed something,” Zeno said. “Could you elaborate on that part?”

“We all did,” Dhara said. “It was like a shrill scream echoing through our minds. So loud it was painful. I cringed and could barely concentrate, even though I was in an environmentally sealed room overlooking the dig.”

“Go on,” Dangard said.

“The next thing I knew, the artifact we had uncovered at the dig site just exploded,” Dhara said.

Zeno’s features were like a statue’s; only his mouth moved. “Exploded? How? The report said there were no debris after it had detonated.”

“All I know is there was a blinding yellow light, like a supernova,” Dhara said softly. “Then it was followed by a shockwave emanating from the pit, and it wrecked all the buildings near the excavation. All of us were temporarily stunned by the blast. When we recovered, both the artifact and the noise were gone.”

They had given Maeve a wrist smartcom. The girl activated the device’s holographic display, which showed the artifact in question. The dig site on New Zion was like an open pit, covered up and cordoned off by the Institute to shield the project from prying eyes. Only a portion of the relic was exposed by the excavation, and it looked like an ornate, five-meter-tall pointed cone made of strange, glowing metal. The surface of the bizarre artifact seemed to refract light in different directions, like the shifting currents of an ocean.

“I led the emergency teams down into the site as soon as I recovered, but it was too late,” Dhara said softly. “Everybody down there was dead.”

“You said the explosion was powerful enough to wreck the buildings around the site,” Zeno said. “Wouldn’t it severely damage the bodies of the researchers closest to it?”

“It’s a big mystery,” Dhara said. “When we got down there, the bodies were intact, with no visible injuries. It was as if they had just fallen asleep.”

Strand pursed his lips. “How did you recover Maeve?”

“Our medical scanners told us that all life signs of the researchers in the blast were negative, except for one,” Dhara said. “Maeve’s mother showed zero life signs, but the child inside of her continued to live. I made the decision for an emergency caesarian section and we were able to save the baby.”

Tears ran down Maeve’s eyes. “Who named me?”

“I did,” Dhara said softly. “Your mother was fond of that name, so I figured it was appropriate.”

Maeve sniffed again to keep her nose from running. “My parents, what did you do with their bodies?”

“I don’t know,” Dhara said. “I believe the Institute sent them to another research station for analysis, or maybe even back to Earth.”

“And the artifact?” the captain asked.

Dhara shook her head. “Gone. As if it never even existed. All that was left was a huge sinkhole in the ground.”

Creull’s tentacle whiskers scratched her own jawline. It was a sign that curiosity had overtaken her impatience. “What happened then?”

“The board issued new directives to me,” Dhara said. “My team pivoted its research over to Maeve. They sent us to a remote facility on another planet. Maximum security. The deaths of the others were reported publicly as accidents.”

The captain narrowed his eyes. “You stayed with the project for years, even though many in your team left after their regular rotations ended. Why?”

Dhara finally locked eyes with the teenage girl. “I guess I grew fond of you. Maeve, you’re smart and very kind. I was offered other research projects, but I turned them down for you. I knew your mother very well and felt it was my duty to care for you after she passed on.”

It was Maeve’s turn to look away. Her hatred for Dhara had largely dissipated. Maeve wanted to say out loud that she had forgiven her, but the girl’s throat was parched from the sobbing, and she remained quiet.

“How soon did you find out about Maeve’s ability?” Zeno asked.

“We received reports about Dr. Clancy—the one who convulsed before the explosion,” Dhara said. “It seems he was an intel operative for the Concordance. When they ran an autopsy on his body, they found a dead symbiote attached to his spine. Since it was Clancy’s first time at the dig site, I personally believe it was the proximity of the symbiote which triggered the explosion.”

Creull made a low, incredulous growl. “You’re saying this artifact somehow detected a symbiote was present, and blew itself up?”

Dhara nodded. “I know it sounds crazy, but we looked at everything else that could have been the cause. We weren’t doing anything new that particular day. Dr. Clancy had just been assigned to the field team and asked to go down and take a look at the artifact in person. It had to be a reaction against that particular species.”

“Go on,” Dangard said.

“We began doing experiments that confirmed an adverse symbiote reaction to Maeve,” Dhara said. “We used her blood samples, and it seemed to be toxic to their species; even the symbiote dead tissue deteriorated when exposed to her blood.”

“Tell us about the live ones,” Zeno said.

Dhara bit her lip. She didn’t want to openly admit to the time when one of her assistants left a container with a live symbiote underneath Maeve’s bed while she slept. It was a good thing the child had gone out to breakfast as soon as she had awoken, for the symbiote had crawled away from the bed and hidden in the closet; they had to kill it afterwards. “There were a few live tests, yes.”

“Like the time you placed a box in front of me and told me not to open it,” Maeve said. “When I placed my hands on the top there was a loud squealing noise, so I got scared and ran out of the room. Did that box have a symbiote in it?”

“Yes, it did,” Dhara said softly.

“You never told me what was inside it. You said it was a mouse.”

“I’m sorry, Maeve,” Dhara said. “I didn’t want you to be scared.”

The captain raised his hand. “Alright, what’s done is done. So you concluded that Maeve is immune to symbiotic attachments. What were you planning to do with her?”

“I don’t know,” Dhara said. “After the last report I sent to the board, the Institute ordered me to transport her to Earth—that’s when you intercepted us.”

“Your reports about the extent of Maeve’s abilities are somewhat vague,” Zeno said. “Just how applicable is this ability of hers?”

Dhara let out a deep breath. “Maeve projects some sort of energy field, not visible to the naked eye, but it can be tracked with electromagnetic sensors. Any symbiotes within close proximity of her somehow lose their mental hold on their host bodies. Prolonged exposure to this energy field kills them.”

“There were a number of plausible theories at the end of your last report too,” Zeno said. “You postulated it is possible for Maeve to extend her energy field. How?”

Dhara nodded. “It’s just a theory, but I believe we could empower Maeve further if there was a similar artifact of the same type her parents were exposed to. I’ve done some experiments with other sources of energy and they don’t have any apparent effects.”

“I remember those,” Maeve said. “You made me sit beside a portable fusion generator for hours and you never told me what for. Now I know why.”

“You have a gift, Maeve,” Dhara said softly. “If we could somehow enhance your ability, it could prove to be the key to freeing all those that are enslaved by the symbiotes. Think about it, you could be the key to uniting the galaxy once again.”

Maeve scowled. “If this is a gift then I don’t want it!” She quickly turned around and stalked out of the corridor.

Strand followed her out. “I’ll keep her out of trouble,” he said before disappearing from view.

Dhara sighed. “So what now? I’ve told you pretty much everything.”

“We had a vote,” Creull said.

Dhara raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“The entire crew always has a say in whatever we do,” the captain said. “They all voted on whether to turn you both over to the ones who hired us, or to do something else.”

“And what was the outcome of this vote?” Dhara asked.

“The latter,” Creull said. “The majority voted to allow Maeve to become part of this crew. She accepted.”

“I get it,” Dhara said. “So what about me?”

“We could drop you off at our next stop,” Creull said. “Since we will not honor the terms of our bargain with this rival faction, we have no use for you anymore.”

Dhara thought about it. If she returned to Earth empty-handed it would be the end of her career either way. “I’d like to stay. I still have affection for Maeve, and I’d like to make amends with her.”

The captain crossed his arms. “So you want to join us just for her? You realize you’ll be hunted for the rest of your life.”

“If I don’t bring her back to the Institute I’m done anyway,” Dhara said. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice.”

Zeno turned to face his superior. “Captain, if I may suggest, there is a way for us to test the extent of this theory about Maeve’s energy field.”

“Let’s hear it,” the captain said.

“The database I retrieved from the station has a number of interesting files we are slowly decrypting,” Zeno said. “One particular artifact that seems to be of the same make is on the planet Horizon, in the Vela Molecular Region.”

“That’s right on the border of Union and Concordance space,” Creull said.

“Correct,” Zeno said. “Of particular importance is a joint dig site on Horizon. It’s a closely guarded secret and there is mutual cooperation between the Union and Concordance science teams stationed on that world. A tricky situation, but the description of the artifact found there is very similar to the one that killed Maeve’s parents and imbued her with this energy field.”

“Sounds interesting,” the captain said. “We’ll take it up for a vote with the crew.”


15 The Setup

Over the centuries, Hellas Basin became the focal point when it came to terraforming Mars into a livable biosphere for humanity. It was one of the largest impact craters on the planet, and a huge transparent nanocarbon tarp, stretching over two thousand klicks, was spread out to cover the entire width of the crater to create the proper atmospheric density and composition so colonists would not need to wear any e-suits when venturing into the area.

The first Martian city had been called Eridu, so named after the first recorded Sumerian city on Earth, and had been built underground by the first generation of Martian colonists. As the terraforming projects were able to successfully liquefy the massive ice glaciers at the center of Hellas Basin and filter out the toxic perchlorates, the old city limits were soon underwater, and new buildings had sprung up along the crater rim. In time, the entire area became a massive freshwater sea, with ever-expanding habitats built along its circumference.

By the present age, Eridu City boasted a population of over twenty million, with the rich having built their homes along the rim, while the less fortunate tended to settle in parts of the old city, the underground network of modules originally constructed beneath the newly renamed Hellas Sea. In these old airtight warrens, less scrupulous people began to drain parts of the ocean to sell the water to the needier areas of the planet. An underground economy was born.

Wollongong District was just below the upper rim of the basin, and it was one of the busier commercial centers of the city, teeming with civilians from all walks of life, going to and from their varied destinations. The rich tended to favor the more exclusive monorail loop around the crater rim, while the ones without much means had to use the old subway system from the undersea areas, and it was this particular district that led to both.

Jing Navarro had just come out of the subway station and looked up in disgust towards the luxury villas along the rim. It was high noon, and the amplified rays of sunlight cascaded on down like solid beams of gold, glittering on the vast surface of the indoor sea. Looking up, he saw a well-to-do couple using their jet packs to fly up, close to the edge of the transparent canopy, before making their way back down and landing gracefully on the landing platform overlooking their sea view mansion.

It should be me up there, he thought. All the things he had done over the years were supposed to set him up in luxury for the rest of his life; instead he had to live anonymously under an assumed identity. How in the hell did it go wrong?

He walked towards an automated food kiosk and used cash for a bowl of steaming hot ramen. The robotic server at the counter instantly served up the dish and put it in front of him. After placing the bowl on a plastic tray, he walked over to an unused table at the food court, sat down on a stool, and began eating.

Navarro had lots of stock stashed away, but he could only convert a little at a time into untraceable cash. He mostly stayed in the underground districts, moving from one seedy hotel to another with his fake identity, never staying in one place more than a week at a time. Throughout most of the day, he would approach one of the many credit sharks to get some of his funds transferred into cash cards, but he had to make sure to convert just a bit at a time, lest their own suspicions get aroused as to how much wealth he truly possessed. He knew he couldn’t trust anyone now, not after what had happened.

He had been living the high life until a year ago, possessing a sprawling luxury townhouse in the Valles Marineris Region in the northwest of Mars. Navarro also owned a comfortable little bungalow in the jungle colony of Faraway, plus enough in financial investments to ensure that he would never need to work for a living ever again. All of it came crashing down when he got an anonymous message by e-courier, telling him his identity had been found out. He had been on the run ever since.

Navarro was using his third fake name by now. He had wanted to get out of Mars in order to gain some distance from his old life, but the two-bit hacker who had got him this latest identity suite had cautioned him not to use the name on any commercial liner, for it might not withstand a thorough security check. He needed to find another forger who could provide a more robust identity, and in order for him to do that he needed a better contact in the underworld.

Placing the chopsticks on top of the empty bowl, Navarro wiped his mouth with a napkin and set off, walking back down towards the subway terminal. He had been asking around for months, but very few offered him any real help. Attempting to gift large wads of cash didn’t turn out so good in the beginning; Navarro had been robbed a few times, and even scammed by a few of the sewer kids he tried to befriend. Not long afterwards, he decided to buy a compact gauss pistol for protection, even though he had no idea how to use it.

After buying a ticket at the automated machine, he hopped on a subway train, heading towards the Baganuur District, the unofficial hive of the black market. Despite constant police sweeps, the residents of that area continued to live life their way, and contraband of all sorts could be found in one of the many hidden markets there—for the right price.

Navarro sat near the center of the train compartment, suspiciously eyeing three youths who were horsing around near the closed doors. The hidden pistol gave him a bit of confidence, and his right hand slid underneath his jacket when one of the youths glanced in his direction. He hoped he didn’t have to use it, for he had never shot at anyone before, and was instantly relieved when the three young men got off at the next stop.

An old woman sat across from him. Her faded clothes and cheap mass-produced bag marked her as a typical victim of the local market crash that had happened a decade ago and wiped out many retiree accounts. Their eyes met, and the lady gave him a crinkled smile. Her tall, spindly body meant she was a native born, and would find it very hard to live on a world with a higher gravity than Mars.

Navarro looked away, unable to feel pity for her. He didn’t want to end up like that. All he needed was a proper identity so he could finally leave. The planet’s low gravity wasn’t doing his muscles any favors either; he was sure he had gotten weaker due to a lack of intensive exercise.

The prerecorded voice echoed along the compartment. “Now approaching Baganuur Central Station.”

Navarro stood up and walked over to the doors. The moment the train stopped he stepped out into a large twilit tunnel. A security bot standing on a nearby platform twisted its metal head in his direction, giving him the creeps, before turning its attention over to the others disembarking from the maglev train.

He walked towards one of the exit corridors, making sure his stride matched what was listed in his assumed biometric file. Navarro had had a number of facial reconstructive surgeries to alter his face and fingerprints, but he could not change his DNA genetic signature, and he still needed to be careful.

The old colony comprised a series of lighted tunnels. Dust had accumulated along the walls and flooring of the abandoned areas, and even the cops had designated no-go zones in which they would not patrol. A few security bots would walk the toughest beats, but they were mostly for show, and the local denizens knew their patterns and the ways to avoid them.

Placing the audio pad in his right ear, Navarro activated a fist-sized device underneath his jacket. Keying in the throat microphone, he spoke to make sure it worked. “Jeeves, can you hear me?”

The flat, robotic voice answered instantly. “Yes, sir. I am here. How can I help?”

Navarro nodded. Jeeves Version-68 was one of the more popular commercial AI assistants anyone could buy. Despite being designated as a simple AI, Jeeves had enough optional subroutines to mimic the capabilities of a true AI sentient, if one had enough money to buy them all. There were times when he would converse with Jeeves for hours, just to stave off the loneliness of his existence.

“Can you guide me towards my appointed destination?” Navarro asked.

“Certainly, sir,” Jeeves said. “After passing through the second junction, make a turn to the right and enter the Old Marketplace. Once you’re there, look for the Wrexie Diner. Your contact should be inside.”

“Thanks, Jeeves.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

A disheveled man with a gray goatee lurking near the side of one tunnel called out to him, but Navarro ignored the derelict and kept on moving. He had gotten into a few fights during his initial forays down in the old city, and his upbringing in a heavier gravity world gave him some advantages, but his muscles had steadily atrophied since then, leveling the field when it came to confronting the locals.

Making his way past the intersection, Navarro turned right and walked down the ramp. The Old Marketplace was a high-ceilinged cavern made of solidified regolith, reinforced by nanocarbon walls to keep the swirling sea above from coming down on them. The narrow streets teemed with shops and haggling locals. An occasional nytini tourist and their robotic bodyguards would venture by, attracted to the seedy locale.

After walking past the main thoroughfare, Navarro spotted the rotating neon-lit sign of the Wrexie Diner in a nearby alleyway. He was heading towards the glass door when he spotted the CLOSED sign by the window.

Just as he was about to turn around and walk away, the door opened up, and a dusty humanoid robot wearing an old waitress’s costume beckoned him to come inside. Her sultry voice mimicked an ancient Hollywood starlet’s. “Please, come in.”

Navarro eyed the outdated machine’s sparkling eyes and unkempt curly wig. “I thought it said ‘closed.’”

“That’s just for the riffraff, but I can tell you’ll be a good customer,” the robot said. She had a female voice modulator, but the old unit carried a bit of an echo. “Please enter.”

“If this is some sort of trick …”

The artificial waitress adjusted her skirt. The once silvery metallic skin had patches of rust. “No tricks, just good food and a fine place to meet the one you’re looking for.”

Despite his reluctance, Navarro stepped inside. The decor was from Earth’s distant past. Metal tables, synthetic red leather padding, streamlined architecture. A long counter with stools dominated the establishment, while private booths lined the walls. The interior had a dimmed gold luminescence.

Jeeves whispered in his ear. “A perfect pastiche of art deco.”

The waitress bot pointed a metal finger at one of the booths near the back. “He’s waiting for you there.”

Navarro sighed while keeping his hand on the pistol. He walked over to the booth and spotted a lanky human male sitting inside, smoking a vaporizer. The blond-haired man looked up at him with steely blue eyes and gestured at the opposite seat.

With the smell of classic tobacco filling his nostrils, Navarro sat down, his hand continuing to hold the weapon underneath his jacket.

“Menu’s on the table,” the robotic waitress said before turning around and proceeding towards the main counter. “Just ring me when you’re ready to order.”

A short, tense silence hung over the two men. Not wanting to waste any more time, Navarro decided to start the conversation. “I was told to meet someone by the name of Dressel in this place.”

The other man gave him a buck-toothed grin; his imitation leather jacket had patches sewn in various parts. His voice was gritty, like worn sandpaper. “That’s me. Trevor Dressel, at your service. What’s yours?”

“Everett Charles Marm,” Navarro said. “I was told by Leticia that you’re the one to talk to about getting some IDs.”

Dressel continued to puff on his vaporizer. “I do all kinds of IDs. From mining consortium passes to top-down, fully reworked identities that’ll remake you into another person entirely. Which kind do you want?”

“The full suite. How do I know you’re any good?”

“I’m the best there is on this planet,” Dressel said. “Why else would Leticia bring me up?”

“To be honest, I don’t really know Leticia either. So how can I know what you’re selling me is the real deal?”

Dressel gave a low chuckle. “If it doesn’t work, you get a refund. Minus expenses, of course.”

Navarro narrowed his eyes. “You think that’s funny? If someone gets caught because of substandard work from you, there’ll be hell to pay.”

Dressel leaned forward and stared at him. “No one gets caught because of what I do. If that happened, you think I’d still be around? I provide all sorts of documents, including those for hardcore mercenaries and even pirates.”

Navarro pulled out a plastic card with his left hand and placed it on the tabletop. “Okay. A good forger ought to be able to tell what’s real and what isn’t. Analyze this ID card for me.”

Dressel took the card and held it up while activating the smartcom on his wrist, using the holographic interface projection to analyze its intricacies. “The carbon technique used to make the card is substandard, that’s a dead giveaway right there. Also the name of Marm isn’t cross-referenced on the main galactic database, and the embedded memory thread is completely different. This thing wouldn’t stand up to a routine check at one of the higher-end nightclubs by the rim, much less at the spaceport departures counter.”

“He seems to know what he’s talking about,” Jeeves said over Navarro’s earpiece.

Navarro bit his lip. Perhaps he had finally found the right contact who could get him off planet, but he still wasn’t so sure. “You got any other proof that you’re any good?”

Dressel placed the card down on the counter as he pushed his forearm closer to Navarro’s face, scanning the other man with his wrist device. “Let’s see … face alteration surgery done by Dr. John Namor from Gale Crater City. He did a good job with your nose, but biometrics is telling me you’re somebody else, Mr. Marm.”

“Oh, who am I?”

Dressel shrugged. “How should I know? The point is, the info on your ID card doesn’t match with your facial biometrics.”

Navarro continued to kick the tires. “Is that all?”

“There’s also a subdermal nanocode on your right cheek which is visible to ultraviolet microscans,” Dressel said. “Dr. Namor’s signature, no doubt.”

“Anything else?”

Dressel placed both palms up. “That’s it. I can do the job, but the price will be high.”

“I figured as much,” Navarro said. “I can pay.”

“Good, because it’s going to cost you,” Dressel said. “Now, who’s after you?”

Navarro’s face reddened. “That’s none of your business.”

“If you want me to set you up with a new, foolproof identity, you can bet your behind it’s my business,” Dressel said. “I need to know just how tough the opposition is gonna be. Because if it goes down, I don’t want them coming after me too.”

Navarro looked away. His voice softened to a near whisper. “The Institute.”

Dressel made a low whistle. “The Science Institute? Holy moly. What do they want you for?”

“Better to tell him everything, sir,” Jeeves said in Navarro’s ear. “He can craft something specifically to help you.”

“Okay,” Navarro said. “Look, I was one of their top researchers. I never did anything bad. All I did was pass along some of the research we did to someone else.”

“It must be some pretty important research you did for them to go after you this way,” Dressel said. “They gave you plenty of cash?”

“They did,” Navarro said. “Enough to live the high life.”

“You don’t seem to be living the high life right now.”

Navarro sighed. “I had to walk away from my properties. Most of my fund reserves are stashed away, and I can only cash out a bit at a time or it’ll get flagged in the network. Even my husband left me. I wanted to adopt some kids with him, and now I’ve got nothing.”

Dressel placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “I may be able to help. My fund transfer network is foolproof, and I can take plenty of capital and convert it into untraceable cash accounts.”

Navarro rolled his eyes. “You know how many scammers told me that? I’ve lost count already.”

Dressel activated the holographic display on his smartcom once more. “Let me prove it to you. Link up my network with yours, and see just how much I can convert.”

Navarro held up his smartcom and tapped the options menu. “I’m putting in a confirmation failsafe; it will only transfer the bonds over to you if the cash is in virtual escrow and the exchange is untraceable.”

“It’s a deal,” Dressel said confidently. “Ready when you are.”

Navarro inputted the code and waited. After a few seconds his anonymous cash card account had gone up over a hundred times after a small commission was taken out of the total. He couldn’t help but be impressed. “Wow. Looks like you are as good as your word.”

Dressel beamed. “I told you. I’m the best there is on this planet.”

Navarro felt he had finally found the right contact. “Okay, I can transfer a whole lot of capital over to you for conversion to cash. How much can you handle?”

“As much as you can give me.”

Navarro’s excitement got the better of him. He decided to transfer over the one sizable bond package that he had been reluctant to give out to the other money sharks, for it contained his real name and details. “And here’s the big one. This is enough for me to live a nice life somewhere in the independent worlds. You got it?”

Dressel scanned the embedded details of the financial instrument. “I sure have. Stand by.”

Navarro felt a sharp, burning pain in his thigh. The former Institute researcher yelped while getting up and reaching into his waistline. His fingers grabbed the burning server unit from his belt and he threw it across the floor. The Jeeves AI unit had shorted out. He sucked on his tender fingers. “Goddamn antecessors! What in the hell happened?”

The robotic waitress quickly made her way over to him and held his burned hand by the wrist. “Oh you poor thing, let me help.”

Dressel stood beside the booth, facing him. “I’d like to thank you for the info you gave me, Dr. Navarro. It’s just what I needed.”

Navarro’s eyebrows shot up. “What? How did you know my real name?”

Dressel smiled. “Care to make a guess?”

For a brief second Navarro realized what had just happened. “Y-you’re with the Institute!”

“Sort of,” Dressel said. “It’s normally hard for my kind to lie, but you see, it can all be changed. Everything depends on the hard coding.”

Navarro tried to turn and run away, but the robotic waitress had an iron grip on his wrist and wasn’t letting go. He struggled to break free, but the bot grabbed hold of his other hand before pushing him on top of the counter using her knee. Navarro screamed in pain as the server bot dislocated his right wrist.

Dressel stood over him. “Now then, you will tell me who it was you sent the information about Subject Zero to.”

The pain was too much. Navarro was never the physical type, and so he told him. “That’s all I know. Please, let me go!”

Dressel placed his hand on the hapless man’s throat. “I’m afraid that goes against my programming.”

Navarro yelled out for help, but the entire diner was soundproofed, the tinted glass failing to convey his final moments to the outside. No one living saw him die.

 

Over two hundred million klicks away, a part of Earth entered its night cycle. The northern Italian city of Milan sparkled, reflecting back the glittering lights from the overhead satellites up in orbit.

At a private villa overlooking the grounds of Sforza Castle, Hassan Obi got out of bed and put his bathrobe on. He glanced down at the childlike sex bot lying dormant on the sweat-soaked silk sheets before walking out past the bedroom and into the kitchen area. He wasn’t due to return to the Swiss Region until tomorrow afternoon, but he could easily take an air car and be back in Geneva in less than an hour, even though his superior Erich von Steyr had told him not to hurry. He barely had any leisure time for himself, so he took advantage of every opportunity he could get.

His wrist smartcom began ringing just as he activated the espresso machine by the marble counter. Putting the earpiece on, he accepted the call. “Hassan Obi.”

The neutral-sounding voice clearly belonged to Kierkegaard. “Sir, I have located and neutralized Dr. Jing Navarro. I’m sending you the details of his confession.”

Hassan read the contents using the holographic projection just above his wrist. “Well done, Kierkegaard. This should make up for the failure of your units at Kolob.”

“My apologies for the incident in Kolob, sir. It seems I underestimated those pirates.”

“So unlike you. We’ll have a chance to rectify the situation thanks to this new info at least.”

“Indeed, sir,” Kierkegaard said. “The pirates will soon be neutralized. My tracking virus is now embedded in their synthetic via the data transfer he initiated while at Azusa Station, and he will reveal their location soon enough.”

“Good. Are you ready for another mission?”

“As always, sir. I am at your disposal.”

“I’ll send you the details shortly. Over and out.”

Hassan turned off the smartcom and spent the next few minutes downing two tiny cups of plain, bitter espresso. He always liked his coffee without any sugar or cream. After placing the empty cup in the sink, he activated his smartcom once more.

A jolly voice greeted him through the com-link. “Hello there, Hassan. What did you think of the bot I gave you?”

Hassan gave a little smile. “Exquisite. It’s better than the model I have at home.”

Buck Besa, Malcolm Walden’s personal assistant, laughed on the other line. “She screamed like a ten-year-old during your climax, didn’t she?”

“She sure did,” Hassan said. “I don’t know where you get your toys from, but I could use one for every house I own.”

“My boss wants you to be happy. We’ve heard of your … issues with Director von Steyr, and we want to extend any help we can,” Besa said. “I’m glad my boss’s gift is to your satisfaction.”

“Thanks,” Hassan said. “About Director Walden’s offer. Tell him I’m on board.”

“You’re sure? If your boss Erich von Steyr finds out, he’ll destroy you.”

“That’s why we have to take care of him before the conference is over,” Hassan said. “I have some information Malcolm Walden will find useful to do just that.”

“Okay,” Besa said. “Even though this com-link is secure, I’d rather get the info in person. Can you meet up later?”

Hassan nodded. “Sure, how about we meet up for dinner here in Milan? After all the lovemaking I did, now I’m starved.”


16 The Pupil

Puteri Sin couldn’t help but smile at the boy while she led him out of the gravity module. “Congratulations on your promotion, Duncan. Looks like you’re a bona-fide spacer now. No need to mention the word cadet anymore.”

Duncan Hauk shrugged as the magnetic soles on his boots were automatically activated by the lessening of gravity. “I wish I had gotten the promotion under better circumstances.”

She turned and faced forward. “We’re all hurting, Duncan. Boaz was nice and very smart. I’m going to miss him.”

“Did you know him well?”

“I know everybody well on this ship,” Puteri said softly. “But we have to move on, so it’s always gonna be the next person up.”

Hauk glanced at her. He had seen her shed some tears when Boaz Singer’s name was mentioned at the ceremony of the dead. “I mean, were you close to him?”

“I loved him a few times, if that’s what you’re asking,” Puteri said. “I’ll always have the memories, but there’s a time to carry on and to stop dwelling on the past.”

The boy understood. It felt very much like the gang he was a part of back on Far Tortuga. Members would come and go. Loyalty was paramount and everyone willing to die in order to save each other. Yet after all was said and done, each and every one was truly alone. To be alive meant everything, and the dead would eventually be forgotten. Despite feeling part of the family, it gave him little comfort.

The gravity had completely dissipated, and Puteri’s hair had begun to float around her head while they continued on their way. “You’re quiet again.”

“Just thinking,” Hauk said.

“About what?”

“About how I’m going to be forgotten once my time is up too,” the boy said.

“Would you rather spend your days back on your homeworld?”

Hauk shook his head. “No.”

“Good,” Puteri said. “We may be nothing more than brightly burning stars with short lifespans, but every day for us counts. Who knows, maybe you and I both will beat the average life of a spacer, and we’ll retire as rich old folks on some backwater planet someday.”

They both got to the engineering deck. Puteri led the boy past the reinforced doors and onto a platform. Hauk marveled at the larger spaces that allowed the crew to attach the massive three-dimensional printer machines along the length of the inner hull. The boy had been used to the cramped confines of the habitable section of the ship, and seeing the cavernous manufacturing bays for the first time gave him a sense of déjà vu; it felt like he was back on his homeworld.

A nytini engineer floated high above near the ceiling area before noticing them; she used the tiny thrusters in her cyber-harness to float on down towards them. “Greetings, you are Spacer Duncan Hauk, yes?”

Hauk stood at attention and gave a salute. “Spacer Hauk reporting as ordered, sir.”

Puteri laughed as she nudged the boy’s elbow. “There’s no need to salute, and Engineer Soessq happens to be female.”

Hauk’s cheeks reddened. “Oh! I’m so sorry, ma’am.”

Soessq tilted her head up and made a slurping noise, indicating laughter. “There is no reason to be apologetic. We have not been properly introduced yet, despite the length of time you have spent on this vessel. Of course, the lack of interaction with the engineering teams will be remedied, for every spacer must develop experience in this section if they ever aspire to be of a higher rank.”

“I’m very eager to learn, Engineer Soessq,” Hauk said.

The female nytini continued adjusting her thrusters until she was floating directly in front of the two humans. “Allow me to formally introduce myself, as this is a revered tradition amongst my species. My proper name is Second Engineer Soessq of the 67th Percentile, but you may call me just Soessq.”

The boy bowed slightly. “Pleased to meet you. My formal name is Duncan Yevgeny Hauk.”

Puteri turned around and began walking back towards the entryway. “Since you’ve both been introduced, I need to check on Benno. Hopefully he’s finished the last learning module I gave him.”

“May you pass the test with good marks, Puteri,” Soessq said.

Hauk gave her a parting wave before he turned his attention back to the nytini. “I’m reporting as ordered, Soessq.”

“Yes, very good,” Soessq said. “I’m sure one of the learning modules Sappho inserted into your AI implant covers the basic functions of this section?”

Hauk nodded. “Yes. This is where you build everything from fuel for the fusion reactor to weapons.”

“Correct. We also manufacture armor for the hull and just about everything you could think of,” Soessq said. “Disable your magnetic soles and follow me.”

Hauk did as he was told. When he began to float away, he used the ubiquitous handholds along the walls to push himself forward. As the nytini engineer began hovering towards a nearby access tunnel, Hauk momentarily pushed off in a different direction. The boy held his arms forward and tried to ricochet back onto the correct trajectory, but he misjudged his counterforce, and ended up colliding with a nearby wall.

Soessq turned her narrow snout, one side of her eyes looking at him. “It’s alright. Ones who are unfamiliar with the nooks and crannies of this deck usually find it awkward during their first time here.”

Hauk pulled himself back towards her by grabbing each handhold and using them to meticulously get closer. “I’m sorry. I’m pretty slow when it comes to figuring out how to bounce around in this null gravity.”

Soessq giggled. “Do not feel shame. Many humans do not find the effects of zero gravity comfortable. On the other hand, my species comes from a homeworld you would environmentally classify as light gravity, so we’re a bit more adjusted when it comes to moving around in similar environments. In fact, we find the standard one-gee in the habitable section to be quite heavy, and we therefore prefer to quarter ourselves as close to the ship’s internal spine as possible.”

“Might I ask you a personal question?”

“You may do so freely.”

Hauk grabbed onto another handhold as he kept pace with her along the tunnel. “You mentioned your formal name as 67th Percentile. What does that mean?”

“Ah, it is part of the culture of my species,” Soessq said. “You see, we nytini come from a technocratic society. Once the children of my people finish their primary education, they are continuously tested. Our society is grouped in the order of three hundred percentiles. The ones who tested out best belong to the First Percentile, and so on.”

“What does all that testing accomplish?”

“My people’s occupations—and you might even say destinies—are tied in with the percentile scores of their test results,” Soessq said. “The highest achievers go on to become the leaders of government, while the lowest scorers handle the menial work. Those of the higher percentiles have access to more of the luxuries nytini society produces as a whole, and the added status that comes with such things.”

“What about those people who don’t wish to take the tests?”

“They are instantly branded as outcasts,” Soessq said, her flickering tongue testing the air. “The worst of the worst, so to speak. They do not get access to the basic necessities nytini society provides, such as food and shelter.”

“Seems to be a very regimented society,” Hauk said.

“It is,” Soessq said. “But this system has also made great strides for my species. We built cybernetic exoskeletons to allow our bodies to function in higher gravities than what we have on our homeworld, and we discovered the t-drive independently. By the time nytini encountered humans, we had colonized over a dozen worlds.”

“But there are lots of nytini spread out across the galaxy. Are they part of the traditional society?”

“Some are, some aren’t,” Soessq said. “Those nytini who wish for a different way of life emigrate to live on other worlds. My species is known for our technical prowess, so we usually end up working as engineers onboard starships and stations.”

“Thanks, I learned something new today,” Hauk said.

Soessq opened a bulkhead door, using one of her six arms to gesture at the boy to come inside. “That is good to hear. In fact, when one says those very words to a nytini, it is considered to be the highest compliment. My people pride ourselves as teachers.”

The boy smiled as he drifted into the main engineering section. By this time, they were both inside the aft portion of the Nepenthe, right alongside a large cylinder occupying the bulk of the massive chamber.

“This is the fusion reactor,” Soessq said. “It works by injecting a deuterium fuel pellet into a laser chamber that ignites it, causing a sustained reaction. All this is done continuously in mere microseconds.”

Hauk placed his hand along the side walls. “It’s warm.”

“Yes, it generates a tremendous amount of heat, enough to burn the whole interior of this ship into plasma.”

“Where does all that heat go?”

Soessq activated her wrist smartcom and showed him a holographic image of the ship’s exterior. “Do you see those glowing fins along the Nepenthe’s hull?”

Hauk nodded. “Yes, I thought the builders of this ship designed her to look like a shark.”

“Shark?”

“Yes.” Hauk nodded. “One of the things my mother taught me about before she died. It’s an animal that prowls the Earth’s oceans. They’re like very big fish that eat little ones.”

Soessq nodded slowly. “I understand, there is a similar animal that dwells in my homeworld’s many lakes. Perhaps it was a deliberate attempt to build the ship this way in order to intimidate our opponents. Nevertheless, there is a reason these ‘fins’ exist.”

“Radiators,” the boy said. “They shunt out the heat from the Nepenthe.”

“Correct,” Soessq said. “Some other ships make them as a single or double wing to make them resemble flying animals. But these things are very important, for the vacuum of space is neutral—that means whatever heat this ship generates stays here unless either radiators or heatsinks are used. Heatsinks can only store the excess heat for a limited time, so we have to rely on radiators most of the time, especially during combat.”

“So radiators are important to keep the ship in working order,” Hauk said. “How vulnerable are they in battle?”

“Not very,” Soessq said. “Our radiators are held together by magnetic fields similar to the ones in our reactors. Weapons fired at them may create holes in the energized plasma dust particles, but they will close again once the munitions pass through them.”

“So we do not have to worry about them?”

“To a degree,” Soessq said. “The junction points along the ship’s outer hull connecting to the radiators are the vulnerable areas, and these are the first priority when it comes to repairs during damage-control operations.”

“But they’re armored, right?”

“They are, but lancer missiles and gauss shells can still severely damage them in the event of prolonged engagements, even lasers when up close. The connections between the coolants to the outer radiators require particular attention. Once a ship loses her radiators, she is helpless,” Soessq said.

Hauk nodded. “I get it.”

“Good,” Soessq said. “The Nepenthe employs robust regenerative capabilities, so don’t bother about the obvious things like her armored hull. Our automated nanite repair systems can handle those things in most situations.”

“Okay.”

“Battles may occur sporadically; the velocity of opposing ships sometimes allows them to make a pass at each other, and a few hours may elapse before both opponents maneuver back into range for another attack. You need to manage the damage-control systems to make the best use of your time,” Soessq said.

“I understand. If we could repair the most vulnerable areas by the time we get back into weapons range then we’ll win,” Hauk said.

“Do not be so overconfident,” Soessq said. “Luck still plays a very significant role in all this. As one of your old human sayings goes, ‘fortune favors the bold.’ Did I say that correctly?”

The boy shrugged. He’d never heard of it before. “I wouldn’t know.”


17 Schemes

The holographic globe of the planet Horizon rotated slowly in the center of the room. With all the senior officers present, the meeting was held on one of the lighter gravity decks near the inner spine of the Nepenthe.

Captain Lucien Dangard sat near the closed doorway of the meeting room. He glanced at the details of the planet’s orange and mauve hues before silently gesturing at Zeno to begin.

“Alright, let’s get started,” the synthetic man said. “Epsilon Carinae is a binary star, and Horizon happens to be the only planet in the system. The world’s atmosphere is mostly carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide. Air pressure is almost double that of Earth’s—plenty of high winds and low-visibility smog. Gravity is at nearly one-and-a-half-gees.”

Chief Engineer Viniimn swayed his long torso from side to side, indicating mild distress at the mere mention of the planet’s higher than normal gravity. “I suppose that counts me out.”

Garrett Strand chuckled and crossed his arms while remaining seated near the hologram. “You never leave the ship anyway.”

“Let’s keep the side comments to a minimum,” Commander Creull said. “What’s the terrain of Horizon like?”

“The planet has an iron core surrounded by a thin mantle of carbon, silicon, and oxygen,” Zeno said. “Predominantly rock and sand. Horizon also happens to be extremely volcanic. The constant eruptions of gas at the volcanic rifts along the equatorial regions create liquid iron carbonyl lakes and rivers. Beyond Horizon’s middle latitudes are nothing but desert and dead rock—this is where most of the joint settlements are located.”

Strand pointed at the smaller hologram of floating numbers. “Seems pretty close to its parent star.”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “There is a high degree of radioactivity present due to the short distance to Epsilon Carinae, so any unshielded activity on the surface during the daytime is not recommended. Vehicles must be heavily shielded and hard e-suits would be ideal.”

“We can modify our Armatus to look like standard hard suits,” Strand said. “So no obvious weapons, but I like the added protection and the enhanced strength.”

Viniimn flicked his tongue in the air. “And both the Union and the Concordance chose this world as a showcase for their mutual cooperation?”

“Yes. The system is located in the neutral zone, and serves as one of the main transit points between Union and Concordance space,” Zeno said as he activated a larger hologram showing the star system’s outlying dark matter fields. “There are two major shadow zones, located at opposite rotating ends of the star system. The Union controls the one closest to the planet, while the farther one is under Concordance rule.”

“What’s the history of this world?” Creull asked.

“Horizon would have been nothing more than a backwater mining planet in the best of conditions,” Zeno said. “No side fought over the system during the war, and it was only after the joint survey teams from both factions accidentally discovered the artifact that the planet started to matter.”

“Interesting,” Creull said. “Go on.”

“Rather than fight it out all over again, the Union and the Concordance mutually agreed to set up a joint colony for their propaganda purposes, but kept the real reason secret from their own citizens. If it weren’t for our hack of the database, we wouldn’t have known about it either,” Zeno said.

Strand narrowed his eyes. “How does this joint colony operate?”

“Both factions maintain separate facilities,” Zeno said. “There are underground tunnels linking both colonies, and they serve as immigration control borders for either side. Two orbital stations as well, for obvious reasons.”

“Are the research labs for the artifact inside their respective colonies?”

Zeno shook his head. “No. The research outposts lie within the equatorial region—that’s where the artifact is located. The area is officially labeled as a radioactive quarantine zone, so no civilians are allowed over there. You would need to be members of pre-approved science teams in order to get close to the artifact.”

Strand sighed. “Well, this is going to make things complicated.”

“We may be able to generate passes and false identities from our decryption of the Azusa Station database to mimic Institute personnel, though I’m not sure how effective that would be,” Zeno said. “It’s highly possible the Institute already changed their codes and security protocols since they know we breached them back in Kolob.”

“I’m sure we’ll find a way to get to the science outpost once we’re on planet,” Strand said. “We could hijack a transport vehicle heading towards the equator, or something like that.”

“How is the security on either of those shadow zones around the system?” Creull asked.

“I’m afraid they’re quite robust,” Zeno said. “Since Horizon is a major transit point, both of the fields are heavily fortified. Remote laser satellites, drone mines, and missile bases for the Union side, and equivalent bio-weapons over in the Concordance shadow zone, no doubt.”

“I wouldn’t recommend sending the Nepenthe through either of those fields,” Viniimn said.

Captain Dangard shook his head. “She won’t. Can you find alternative means of getting into the system, Lieutenant?”

Strand let out a deep breath. “It’ll be risky, going into the lion’s den with no means of extraction. I know of a smuggler who might get us in there, but he’ll be asking for a high price.”

“We’ll pay the credits,” Dangard said.

“Oh, getting in there won’t be the problem,” Strand said. “It’s going to be getting out when all hell breaks loose. I honestly don’t even know what it is we’re supposed to be doing.”

“Zeno thinks this artifact might empower Maeve’s energy field,” Creull said. “We need to know what she is truly capable of.”

Strand wasn’t too keen on the plan and he wanted them to know it. “This is all just pure speculation and wishful thinking. We hardly know the secret of all these discovered artifacts everyone found. That thing on Horizon could explode, or do something else entirely, or might even be a dud. All we’re doing is rolling the dice, and risking our lives at the same time.”

“This mission is strictly voluntary because of the risks involved,” the captain said. “You’re free to refuse to participate in this operation if you wish.”

Strand grimaced. Ripoll Keo wanted to go, but he knew the youth was too inexperienced to deal with any possible risks. They would surely assign it to the spacer sergeant if Strand refused to take command of this. I can’t let that happen. “All these spacers are like my kids. If any of them are going into danger, I need to be there with them.”

“So you are volunteering to lead this mission then?” Creull asked him.

“Yes,” Strand said tersely. “Only because there’s no other choice.”

“You make the decision on whether to continue once you’re on planet,” Dangard said. “If you decide to pull out quietly because of the risks, then it’s not a problem.”

“Okay,” Strand said. He looked up at the synthetic. “Can you give me all the information you have on the artifact?”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Zeno said, activating another hologram, this time showing a virtual simulacrum of the object. “It seems to eerily resemble the exact same relic that was recorded in New Zion: a jutting cone made of unknown material.”

“Are you saying that the builders of the artifact on New Zion might have visited that planet too?” Viniimn asked.

“The records are incomplete, so I can offer no definitive conclusions,” Zeno said.

“Wait,” Strand said. “If this identical artifact is deadly against the symbiotes, wouldn’t the Concordance have figured this out by now?”

“From the analysis we retrieved, I’m not sure what the Concordance suspects,” Zeno said. “The Union Institute researchers cautioned their counterparts in the Concordance not to approach the object a few years ago, but without telling them the reason why. It seems the Concordance researchers agreed to their warnings, and instead have only been observing it from a distance. This is according to the Union report logs.”

“Any reason why the Concordance just decided to go along with it?” Strand asked.

“No information on what the Concordance thinks about it is available in the Union database we filched,” Zeno said.

Strand leaned back on his chair. “Maybe the parasites know something the Union doesn’t. I’m going to have to find a way to access their findings when my team is on planet.”

“Don’t take too many risks,” the captain said. “The last thing you want is to be killed or captured by either of them.”

“The study of these artifacts has always interested me,” Viniimn said. “These lost objects were attributed to the antecessors, and they seem to defy the laws of science and have technological capabilities way beyond our current understanding of the universe. Have there been any conclusions as to which of the antecessor species these relics might be attributed to?”

“Only mere speculation and unproven theories,” Zeno said. “Many religious humans believe the antecessors all came from one single, all-powerful race, while researchers have currently tabulated different numbers when it comes to how many species of antecessors there are.”

Viniimn adjusted his cyber-harness for a tighter fit around his neck. “Based on your analysis, what do you think are the best theories floating out there about the artifact Maeve was exposed to?”

“One of the most probable ones in my view didn’t even name an antecessor species in her paper,” Zeno said. “The Institute academic researcher simply stated that whoever built the device might have been hostile against a race who were the ancestors of the symbiotes, or it might have simply been an unintended side effect that proved lethal to their species type.”

“Just more questions and not enough answers,” Strand said. “How long have they been studying the artifact?”

“Since not long after the war, so close to a hundred years, I would expect,” Zeno said.

“And still nothing to show for it? This just keeps getting better and better,” Strand said.

“It’s almost certain that at least a number of symbiotes and their hosts must have been exposed via proximity contact with the artifact over the years,” Zeno said, “but since the Concordance don’t share their findings and maintain a separate field research schedule at the site, we don’t have a copy of what they know.”

Strand bit his lip. If he was looking for better intel, then his team would have to infiltrate the Concordance research station. “How tough would it be to try and pass ourselves off as a Concordance science team?”

“Good question,” Zeno said. “The problem would mostly be a matter of appearance. The Concordance have similar technologies to the Union, but there are major differences as to how they’re built. Their e-suits, for one, are not made of inert composite materials, but rather living organisms designed to protect their wearer from hostile environments. Their security arrangements are focused on things like pheromones and emitted biological chemicals rather than com-link passcode signals.”

“So I guess that’s a no,” Strand said.

“We may be able to reverse engineer their equipment, but we would need samples first,” Viniimn said. “And plenty of time.”

“That would be two high-risk missions rather than one,” Creull said. “Better to keep things simple.”

Strand threw his arms up. “Like I said, it was just a question.”

“There’s a third possibility,” Zeno said. “In recent years both sides have allowed mining consortiums to be set up in order to take advantage of Horizon’s mineral resources. Your team may be able to pose as one of these unaffiliated mining outfits to get close to the artifact, Lieutenant.”

“Going in with the smuggler sounds more and more like the best insertion method for this particular mission,” Strand said before glancing over at the nytini chief engineer. “Can you build us a vehicle that could mimic what one of those mining outfits uses?”

“Not a problem. Our onboard industrial printers can build one from scratch in a matter of days,” Viniimn said. “The vehicle would lack some refinements, but it ought to hold up for the length of one mission. I’m assuming it won’t be a skimmer, yes?”

“No,” Zeno said. “Prospectors on planet are only allowed to use ground all-terrain vehicles. With all the loose sand and rock lying around, I would suggest multi-wheeled suspension for better speed as opposed to tracked.”

“Better to use a ground vehicle anyway,” Strand said. “We might be able to hide using the terrain better. An aerospace craft would be spotted in an instant from their orbital stations.”

“The intense radioactivity also provides good ground cover,” Zeno said. “It would be hard for any orbital sensors to pick up your signal during the daytime. Com-link range will be limited though.”

“I guess the team just has to be careful of any hull or suit breaches,” Strand said. “We’ll be sure to bring a lot of anti-radiation pills too.”

“We can make the vehicle more robust than usual,” Viniimn said. “It may look like just another prospector’s ATV once you’re out there, but it will be heavily armored.”

Strand’s lips turned up in a faint smile. “Could you add in some mounted weapons too?”

“It’s possible,” Viniimn said. “But don’t you think a vehicle turret would make it too obvious?”

“Then make it hidden,” Strand said.

The nytini engineer nodded; it was one of the first human expressions he had learned. “We could do that. Something concealed along the sides and maybe the hood.”

“Make sure it can pass through an orbital security scan,” Creull said. “Otherwise the powers that be might just blow up the whole thing before it even gets on planet.”

“Of course,” Viniimn said. “Lasers would be the best bet. We can just tie it in as part of the prospecting gear that’s routinely installed in these vehicles. A casual security scan won’t reveal anything out of the ordinary.”

“Lieutenant, this smuggler friend of yours, how reliable is he?” Creull asked.

“He’s greedy, but we’ve known each other for a long time,” Strand said. “I first met him while I was still an officer with the Star Force. He’s good at what he does.”

“He’s not going to betray you to the Union or the Concordance, is he?”

Strand shook his head. “Nope. He hates both sides. Just like me.”

“Sounds like it’s all set,” Creull said. “How close are these mining prospects to the artifact site?”

“Mining sites are dotted all over the planet,” Zeno said. “The choicest ones will be near the equator due to the ongoing volcanic activity exposing new mineral veins. There is a heavily contested site about two hundred klicks from the quarantine zone. A number of consortiums have made bids, but none have been approved as of yet.”

“That’s where my team makes our insertion,” Strand said. “We lose ourselves amongst the other consortiums and we head towards the relic’s location once an opportunity arises.”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “I think that area would be your best bet.”

“Looks like this meeting is over,” Viniimn said. “I’ll get my engineers to work on building and assembling the ATV right away.”

“I’ll go contact my buddy,” Strand said. “He ought to be chomping for some quick money.”

Just as everybody began getting up, Zeno raised his hand. “By the way, there is something else about Horizon that I need to tell you all about.”

Strand clenched his jaw. “Uh oh, here comes the good news.”

“Most of the native lifeforms on the planet are harmless except for one species,” Zeno said.

Strand’s eyebrows shot up. “There’s life on that world? I thought you said it’s blanketed by harsh radiation exposure during the day.”

“Most of the lifeforms consist of radiation-resistant algae that grows on the carbonyl lakes and riverbanks of the equatorial zones,” Zeno said. “The mid latitudes and polar regions are pretty much devoid of life.”

“What’s this harmful species you mentioned?” Viniimn asked.

“They’re called griglaks,” Zeno said. “A hexapedal organism with an average length of two to three meters. They vaguely resemble terrestrial amphibians, but their bodies are armored with chitinous plates.”

“So it’s an armored, six-legged frog is what you’re saying,” Strand said. “Now tell me the good news.”

“That is the good news,” Zeno said. “The bad news is that they are highly aggressive, possibly even cannibalistic. They attack colonists on sight.”

Strand winced while rubbing the back of his neck. “Oh for crying out loud. How dangerous would they be for us? My team won’t be looking for them.”

“These griglaks are one of the reasons why the research teams from both the Union and the Concordance have made very little headway with regards to finding out more about the artifact in question. You see, these creatures tend to congregate mostly in the quarantine zone.”

Strand frowned. “Right where the artifact is located? Wonderful.”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “The research teams have to be armed for their own protection when making field studies out near the artifact. A number of scientists from both sides have been reported killed over the years due to griglak attacks.”

Strand resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Those things are that dangerous?”

“Griglaks seem to use ambush tactics to attack, and may even cooperate with each other when large numbers of scientists are out in the field in order to take them on,” Zeno said.

“Fekk me,” Strand said. “Are they sentient?”

“Researchers aren’t sure,” Zeno said. “Several studies have postulated the griglaks may be semi-sentient, but there are no definitive conclusions. These animals refuse to be taken alive, and attempting to observe their behavior is very dangerous. They’ve even been known to attack drones on the ground.”

“Interesting,” Viniimn said. “You mentioned the only other native species on the planet is algae. Wouldn’t these griglaks be herbivores instead of carnivores?”

“It’s the biggest mystery about these creatures,” Zeno said. “It seems Horizon should have a simple ecosystem of just blooming algae and nothing else other than microbes. No one can seem to postulate how the griglaks evolved, since they are the only animal species on the planet.”

“That is strange indeed,” the nytini engineer said.

“A number of theories state these griglaks might not actually be native to the world,” Zeno said. “One academic paper even claims these creatures might have actually been transplanted to the planet by the antecessor species who built the relic, as guardians of a sort, since the griglaks spend most of their existence burrowed beneath the mud flats until they detect nearby explorers.”

Strand drew in a deep breath. “Wonderful. Just another element of risk.”

Creull was by the door. She turned and looked at the young lieutenant. “Too much risk for you to handle?”

“Nothing’s too much for me to handle,” Strand said. “If there’s good news then no one is going to complain too loudly about us bringing weapons to the planet’s surface.”

“Don’t forget that miners aren’t supposed to be allowed into the quarantine zone,” Creull said.

“You leave that to me,” Strand said.

The captain remained seated at the far end of the room. “Have you decided who you want on your strike team?”

“Keo for sure,” Strand said. “He’s good with hand-to-hand combat. I just need to control his impulse for violence.”

“You’ll have to bring Maeve with you, for obvious reasons,” Zeno said. “And Dr. Hayer wants to join in too.”

“I don’t think I want her on my strike team,” Strand said. “She tried to escape her cell when we had her detained a few days back.”

“She could be useful though,” Zeno said. “She knows about Institute security protocols.”

Strand let out a snort. “How do we know she won’t turn my team over to the authorities the moment she gets a chance?”

“Don’t give her that chance,” Creull said. “Have someone watch her at all times.”

“This mission is risky enough as it is,” Strand said. “A possible element of betrayal will just make it even tougher.”

“It’s your call,” the captain said.

“She asked to come and see me yesterday,” Creull said. “Dhara wants to make amends towards Maeve, who volunteered to join us, so the girl’s loyalty isn’t in question.”

“What else did she tell you?” Viniimn asked the ship’s executive officer.

“She wants Maeve to be free,” Creull said. “Dhara admitted she felt guilty about bringing Subject Zero over to the Institute’s headquarters, but she never really had a choice—until now, that is.”

“Alright, I’ll think about it,” Strand said.


18 Bonding

Inside the Nepenthe’s secondary hangar bay, the all-terrain vehicle had begun to take shape. The main chassis was suspended in zero gravity using a rotating harness, while the orbiting robotic assembly ring continuously added more components to its frame. The small fusion powerplant was the first to be attached to the undercarriage, followed by the engine and the suspension. The pre-fabricated body of the ATV was brought over by two engineering bots from the manufacturing deck, and precisely mated together with the skeletal framework.

Duncan Hauk floated a few meters away, his eyes focused on the holographic blueprint displayed on his wrist smartcom. It all seems so easy, he thought. All I had to do was upload the schematics into the printer module and apply the necessary modifications.

Engineer Soessq activated the mini-thrusters of her cyber-harness to position herself next to the boy. The nytini used her own smartcom to check for any mistakes in the assembly order and found none. “Most impressive for a beginner. You seem to have adjusted quickly to how our onboard manufacturing works.”

Hauk shrugged. “I made a mistake when we built the wheels a couple of hours ago. They weren’t heavy duty enough, so I had to send them back for reprinting.”

“Nevertheless, this is all quite impressive,” Soessq said. “Spacer Puteri was supposed to help supervise this build, but she decided to move on to another project when she felt you had the right grasp of things here.”

“Yeah, we’re all sort of understaffed with so many things going on,” Hauk said. “I didn’t even notice her leave.”

“When she told me this I had to come see for myself, and I’m definitely impressed. You seem to know about these types of vehicles, I gather?”

Hauk blushed. “I used to steal prospector ATVs like these back on my homeworld.”

“Do not feel any shame about your past,” Soessq said. “We’re all equals here.”

The boy typed in a series of minor adjustments on his controller link to increase the radiation shielding on the vehicle roof. “I would wait for an opportune moment, then me and my mates would hijack one of the mining vehicles if they left it unattended, or even with just a single guard. I was the smallest in my gang, so I learned how to crack and drive these things while the bigger boys would fight off the miners.”

“A dangerous profession, not unlike what we do now,” Soessq said. “You must have harrowing stories to tell.”

Hauk nodded. “Yup. I nearly died a few times. The money was worth it though. Once we threw off our pursuers and got it to a shop, the fence would pay us pretty well and we partied for weeks, even booking rooms in one of the plush hotels. It all came to a halt when we killed someone important.”

“Well, you’re with a different outfit now,” Soessq said. “I would say we’re a bit better than an undisciplined gang of younglings.”

The boy tapped his controller to initiate the final assembly sequence. “I think I’m almost done.”

Soessq activated her visor and began scanning the nearly completed ATV in front of her. “Most impressive. You have both reinforced and kept each suspension separate. This means even if one of the wheels gets severely damaged, there should be no immediate loss of speed. Also, you’ve managed to harden the vehicle body with extra radiation and shock protection without any serious increase in its mass.”

“I learned about vehicle suspension the hard way,” Hauk said. “One time when I stole a prospector ATV and raced it down the streets of the capital city, I must have hit a stone curb and it just broke the axle. No matter how hard I hit the accelerator it just stopped moving. We bailed out just in time and got out of there.”

“May your fortunes be better in the next instance,” Soessq said. “I can find no major faults in this assembly project. Congratulations. You have the makings of a future engineer.”

Hauk made a slight hiss. “I don’t think so. I still get confused by the higher-order mathematics Sappho keeps sticking into my head.”

“Those aspects of our work will come to you with more experience,” Soessq said. “I can recommend the captain to place you full time in our manufacturing bays. There’s less of a chance you’ll get killed than if you are assigned to Lieutenant Strand’s strike teams.”

Hauk frowned while shaking his head. “No, I would rather stay as a strike team candidate.”

“Very well,” Soessq said. “We each choose our own paths across time. If you should ever change your mind, let me know. I would love to have you as an assistant with the engineering team.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I feel this isn’t really what I want to do,” the boy said.

Maeve Lindros floated through the open corridor and peered inside. “I’m really sorry for bothering you both, but I’m kind of lost down here.”

Soessq turned to face her. “Help is always available, child. Where do you wish to go?”

The teenage girl held up a power module. “Everybody seems so busy, so I volunteered to help. One of the other spacers asked if I could take this over to Chief Engineer Viniimn. My smartcom told me he’s in one of those maintenance accessways, but I can’t find him. I’ve been looking for almost an hour now.”

“Duncan, why don’t you help her out,” Soessq said. “Your work here is largely done, and you can take your break afterwards.”

Hauk nodded. “Alright.” He pushed off with his legs and drifted towards the opened bulkhead. “I think I know where he is, follow me.”

 

The boy led Maeve into another set of corridors. Hauk had learned that each passageway had a standard access duct which could be opened up for maintenance, so he took her on a shorter route. The handholds were more closely spaced inside the conduits, and he glanced back to make sure she was still following him. “You okay back there?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” Maeve said. She strapped the module to her belt in order to use both hands to push off, and now she was beginning to get the hang of moving around in the null gravity.

“Just takes a while to get used to,” Hauk said. “Once you get the general layout of the ship you’ll know where everything is.”

Maeve grunted when the module on her belt bumped against the narrow accessway, nearly making her collide with the wall, but she was able to compensate in time. “Yeah, I’ve just never experienced moving around like this before. The first time I felt zero-gees in the liner, I nearly puked.”

Hauk couldn’t help but smile. “Me too. I only started out as part of this crew a few weeks ago.”

“You’re name’s Duncan, right?”

Hauk nodded. “Yes, one of the newbie members of this bunch.”

“So am I; I guess it makes two of us,” Maeve said. “The other one who is paired up with you? I don’t like him.”

“Benno? Well, quite a few others feel the same way. We’re both from the same world.”

“I see,” Maeve said. “You’re different though.”

“Oh? How am I different?”

She wanted to say he looked cuter, but her shyness overcame her attraction to the boy. Maeve also happened to be older than him, so she decided to be diplomatic instead. “It seems … you’re nicer than he is.”

“My mommy taught me to be nice to the nice ones,” Hauk said.

She decided to change the subject since the topic of parents depressed her. “I wanted to ask about Lieutenant Strand. I tried to look for him earlier but I couldn’t find him. Is he okay?”

“He’s fine,” the boy said. “He’s outside of the ship—on a mission.”

“Oh, okay,” Maeve said softly. “I hope he isn’t in danger or anything.”

Hauk chuckled. “Danger is his middle name.”

Maeve was confused. “What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, he thrives on danger,” Hauk said. “I’ve never seen anyone act so cool when death is all around him.”

Maeve’s curiosity was piqued. “Did you do a mission with him?”

The boy nodded as they rounded another accessway that opened up into a large corridor. “Sure did. I had to run some interference on him using an asteroid as a sort of shield.”

“Wow, how dangerous was it?”

“It was pretty dicey,” Hauk said. “I was able to get to him and the others just before the ship he was inside blew up.”

“Gosh, it was that close?”

“Uh huh,” Hauk said. “I didn’t even think how dangerous it all was until long after we were done.”

Maeve followed him into a large chamber. The dimly lit area seemed colder than the usual temperature ranges found in the rest of the ship. Right at the center was what looked like an embedded jet-black cube the size of a small room. The strange object glowed with a bluish incandescence while surrounded by wisps of smoke. A slight humming sound could be heard emanating from it.

The teenage girl felt a chill running through her spine while staring at the device. “What is that?”

Hauk made it across the other side of the chamber. “It’s just the t-drive.”

Maeve couldn’t help but be entranced by the sight of the device. “The tesseract drive, right?”

Hauk got to an alcove which led to another maintenance accessway. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I-I thought it would be something else,” Maeve said softly. “How does it work exactly?”

Hauk shrugged as he used his smartcom to open the hatch leading into the maintenance tube. “I’m not really too sure myself. I think the ship needs to be inside or near a shadow zone in order for it to start up.”

“Why do they call it a tesseract?”

The boy tried to recall what the ship’s AI had implanted into his brain a mere four days before. “Let’s see … I think a tesseract is a four-dimensional equivalent of a cube.”

“Four dimensional?”

“Yeah,” Hauk said. “Think of it as a cube within a bigger one, and their angles are connected to each other. The hypersurface has eight cubical cells.”

Maeve was still confused. “What does all that mean?”

“All I got from my learning modules is the basic explanation of how the whole thing works,” Hauk said. “I think when the t-drive is activated, the ship is encased in a tesseract made of dark energy or matter, I’m not really sure which.”

“Okay, then what happens?”

“Seems to me this tesseract then moves by shifting its dimensions, and since we’re inside of it we move too, but the whole thing happens faster than the speed of light,” Hauk said.

Maeve kept her eyes on the cube. “So we move across space inside this four-dimensional square?”

“I think so,” Hauk said, “but it seems even our best scientists don’t know how it does this. Some theories say the ship goes into another dimension before popping up in another shadow zone. Others have said the dark matter fields the t-drive uses are gateways to this other universe. Nobody really knows because it all happens in the blink of an eye.”

Maeve remembered the Nepenthe’s recent jump. She had strapped herself down on an accelerator couch and less than a second later, she had sensed they were all somewhere else. “I read a little about this. Researchers said the t-drive is sort of like a time machine.”

“It sure feels like it,” Hauk said. “Every time we do a jump I look at my smartcom afterwards to see how much time we took, and it looks like only half a second elapsed when we initiated the drive until we ended up at the next shadow zone.”

“What did the AI say?”

“Sappho? She doesn’t say anything about it other than to welcome us to our new destination,” the boy said. “I asked her about it once and she never gave me a straight answer.”

“I read stories about the shadow zones,” Maeve said softly. “A few religious people say the spirits of the antecessors are inside of them, and they inhabit our bodies as we pass through their universe while using the t-drive.”

“That’s creepy,” Hauk said.

“It is. I also read about stories from people who say they were wide awake while passing into this dark dimension,” Maeve said. “They said there were visions of ghost ships in this other universe and everything was inverted, like anti-matter.”

“I heard someone say that we pass through either heaven or hell whenever we use the t-drive,” Hauk said.

“I read about that theory too,” Maeve said.

“Plenty of theories but no real answers,” a voice coming from the accessway said.

They both turned around, startled by the sudden intrusion.

Chief Engineer Viniimn poked his long snout out of the open accessway hatch. “Sorry for surprising the both of you.”

 

The shuttlecraft carrying Garrett Strand and Ripoll Keo began her deceleration at the edge of the asteroid field. The Nepenthe was over a hundred million klicks away, still partly hidden in the gaseous clouds of dark matter after arriving in the LV-246 system. Unlike the more settled regions, this vast area near the neutral zone was largely uninhabited, and served as a natural rendezvous point for all manner of clandestine business dealings.

Sergeant Keo sat on the pilot’s chair in the small cockpit. The shuttle did have some weapons, but he felt they weren’t as well armed as a battle drone. Nevertheless, he kept his right hand close to the cargo bay command switch, ready to release the four warbots nestled inside the hold in the event of trouble.

Lieutenant Strand noticed the youth’s hand hovering too close to the release controls. “Easy there, kid. We don’t want to alarm him.”

Keo withdrew his hand. “Sorry, LT. I was just trying to be ready for anything.”

“There’s really no need for it,” Strand said. “He wouldn’t have sent the proper coded message if he wasn’t coming to meet us here.”

“So why bring the bots then?”

“I didn’t want to,” Strand said. “But you know Commander Creull, always a stickler for procedure.”

“Approaching the outer edge of the asteroid field,” Keo said while checking the readouts on his console. “Sensor readings are negative in regard to a ship in the area. All I’m getting are lidar and radar pings on rocks and more rocks.”

“Anything on the heat sensors?”

“UV and IR optical spectrometers both negative, LT,” Keo said. “Looks like he didn’t show up.”

“He’s out here,” Strand said confidently. “He’s just showing off his stealth capabilities.”

“So he shut down his engines and radiators after he got into the system? He must have been waiting for days on minimal power and using his heatsinks then, just like you taught us,” Keo said.

Strand nodded. “He was the one who taught me. I’m sure he’s still got some other tricks up his sleeve.”

Keo gave him a surprised look. “He taught you, LT? Who is this guy anyway?”

“His name is Xander Gunhardt, former Star Force Special Forces operative.”

The young sergeant couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Oh yeah, what unit?”

“VIPR,” Strand said.

Keo’s eyes widened further. VIPR stood for Variable Infantry Point Recondo, and this elite unit was one of the most feared in the galaxy. “Jesus Antecessor. I didn’t know you were trained by a VIPR.”

“I sure was,” Strand said. “In fact, I served for almost two years in a VIPR team.”

Keo let out a deep breath. “And I thought you were just regular Spaceborne Infantry, LT. How come you never told me this before?”

“You never asked.”

The young sergeant chuckled. “I guess not. How tough was the training?”

“Pretty much impossible,” Strand said. “Sometimes I still wonder how I made it through.”

“I can now see why you never get stressed out whenever we’re on a mission,” Keo said.

“Yeah, the VIPR selection and advanced training course was so tough it kind of makes everything else you do in life easy,” Strand said.

“So this guy was like, your instructor?”

“Sort of,” Strand said. “That’s all I’m going to say about it.”

Keo turned his attention back to the console. “Okay. So how long are we going to stay out here?”

Strand leaned back on the co-pilot’s chair. “Run the AI for a drift analysis of all nearby asteroids. Link up with Sappho for extra processing power so we can get this done faster.”

Keo thrust out his lower lip while typing in new commands on the console. “You want to chart how all these space rocks move? What’s that gonna achieve?”

“Just do it.”

“Okay, LT,” Keo said. “Sappho is still linked with us but there’s a slight delay because of the distance. Do you want full analysis on this?”

“Yeah,” Strand said. “Have her check up on any possible movement which isn’t consistent with the gravity fields of this system.”

“Running tracking program now,” Keo said. His console began beeping less than a second later. “Here’s one that’s out of the ordinary.”

Strand leaned forward and checked the results on his console. “It’s drifting slowly towards us. Yeah, that’s the one. Bring us to an intercept course.”

Keo began inputting new commands as the shuttle’s engines activated once more. “What’s so special about this space rock?”

“You’ll see. Try to get behind it. I want to see what’s on the other side of that asteroid.”

“Okay,” Keo said. His eyebrows quickly shot up as the numbers on the console suddenly changed. “Hey, it’s … it’s rotating!”

Strand grinned. “Activate com-links and send a tight beam right at the asteroid.”

“Done, LT. Com-link channel open.”

Strand spoke into the microphone. “Stop hiding, Xander. I know you’re there.”

A gravelly voice came over the com-link just a few seconds later. “Damn, that was fast. You must have one heck of an AI working for you, Garrett.”

“You know me,” Strand said. “I work with only the best.”

“That you do. That you do. Hang on a minute. I’ll match velocities for an intercept. Over and out.”

Keo stared back at the readouts in astonishment. “Heat signatures picking up a ship. Seems the vessel was hiding behind the asteroid, so all the forward sensors didn’t detect anything until she powered up her fusion engines.”

Less than a hundred thousand klicks away, a small triangular-hulled ship detached herself from the rear of the asteroid and headed towards the shuttle, the newly activated radiators giving her the appearance of a glowing four-pointed blue star.

Keo couldn’t take his eyes off the incoming data stream. “She sure has large radiators for a ship her size.”

“Xander rebuilt the engines to his own specifications,” Strand said. “I heard the Eon Shrike can pull a ten-gee acceleration if she has to.”

“Oh my God. That’s the Eon Shrike?”

“You’ve heard of her, right?”

Keo nodded rapidly. “Who hasn’t heard of her? She’s like the smaller, stealthier version of the Nepenthe. What’s her ship class?”

“The Star Force classifies her ship type as a multi-role scout,” Strand said. “But Xander took it to the extreme. He’s made so many modifications on her that she’s in a class of her own.”

Keo could hardly catch his breath. “Whoa. She’s a hell of a ship. But isn’t the Eon Shrike wanted just like us? How will we get past the security zones to get to the planet? Are we gonna dodge all the lasers and lancers fired at us while riding in her?”

Strand winked at the youth. “You’ll see. Xander will earn his money’s worth. I guarantee it.”

 

Duncan Hauk lay stretched out in an alcove between two bulkheads on the lower level of the Nepenthe’s gravity module. Even though he had been assigned a bunk in the upper area with the other spacers, he preferred to sleep by himself. During his free time Hauk would wander about, looking for a perfect spot to pitch his sleep sack. The Nepenthe had plenty of space, especially the areas where parts of the superstructure converged to form numerous niches.

A few days after he got accepted, Hauk found just the right spot: a small recess in between parallel bulkheads, just behind one of the main life support modules. The soft hums of the automated machinery behind the walls reminded him of the road traffic back on Far Tortuga, and these were the ambient sounds that lulled him to sleep during downtime.

The boy had been drifting in and out of heavy slumber, but he soon flicked his eyes open, wide awake, when he sensed something else coming closer towards him. There were no lights in the immediate area, just the dim reflections from the nearby corridor casting long shadows in the twilight.

Hauk’s mind slowly pulled itself out from its dormancy. Could it be one of the officers coming to admonish him for not using the designated spacer quarters? He was sure they all knew of his penchant for sleeping out here by now. Hauk had been doing this for weeks, and nobody ever brought it up.

With his eyes narrowed to slits, Hauk continued to wait as the shady outline of a man slowly made his way towards him. The whole place was too dark to recognize the intruder. Who is he?

Hauk instantly sat up when he saw the other man holding something in his hand. It looked sharp and shiny. A blade.

The bulky assailant lunged forward and tried to stab him in the chest with the knife, but Hauk was able to roll away, and leapt out into the narrow lane in between the bulkheads. The bigger man charged at him, thrusting the short blade forward in a stabbing arc, aiming for his throat.

Hauk managed to get his arms up, partially blocking the attack. His enemy tried to slash at his arms, but the boy managed to slap away the knife hand and the blade flew off to the side, making a metallic clatter as it bounced off a wall.

Using both hands, the assailant began grappling with him, dragging the boy down to the floor. Only when he could smell the enemy’s breath did Hauk’s confused mind finally register who it was.

“Benno, stop this,” he said.

The larger boy used his superior strength and bulk to pin Hauk to the ground. Benno’s other hand held him down, and he began to put pressure on Hauk’s throat with his right arm.

Hauk struggled to breathe. His left arm was still free, but his frantic blows against the side of the bigger boy’s face didn’t seem to affect Benno at all. It was like trying to resist an unstoppable force. Now that he was down on the ground, Hauk was simply outclassed due to his physical limitations.

The pain in his throat quickly got worse. Hauk tried to cough but the viselike grip on his throat prevented air from both leaving and entering. The boy was able to let out a desperate, agonizing wheeze, and he began to black out.

Benno hissed, “I’m going to be the new spacer. Not you.”

Hauk wanted to reason with him, but the solid, suffocating grip around his throat made it impossible. He was rapidly losing whatever strength he had left. The dimness around him seemed even more opaque than ever.

Just as he was about to black out, Benno’s grip suddenly loosened around Hauk’s throat. The bigger boy looked up in shock before crying out in pain.

The weight on Hauk’s chest dissipated as Commander Creull’s jaws clamped firmly on Benno’s lower back and she threw him off to the side. The bigger boy landed in a heap along the angle of the bulkhead, the back of his jumpsuit having been shredded by razor-sharp teeth.

Creull leaned over to check on the smaller boy. “You okay?”

Hauk slowly got to his feet. His throat was raw. “I’m … al … right,” he said in between bouts of dry, painful coughing.

Creull turned her attention to Benno. “You attempted to murder one of your own crewmates. The penalty for that is immediate execution.”

Benno got to his knees. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “This is not … fair. I won the contest on Far Tortuga. I … should have been promoted to spacer.”

“You’re too stupid to be promoted,” Creull said. “Sappho knows everything that goes on inside this ship. Her eyes are everywhere. Did you think this little plot of yours would go unnoticed? I was already on my way here the moment you stepped onto this level.”

“Not … fair,” Benno repeated.

The female riwwr grabbed him by the throat with one of her thick hands, suspending him in the air. “I could just as easily rip your throat out for what you did, but I’ve decided to airlock you instead.”

Hauk was finally able to clear his throat. “Wait, Commander.”

Creull twisted her neck and glanced at the smaller boy. “You should go to the medbay and get examined. I’ll handle this.”

“Commander, spare his life,” Hauk said softly.

Creull growled in confusion. “What?”

Hauk took in a deep breath before continuing. “I know this sounds strange, but Benno only resented me because he felt he couldn’t become a full-fledged member of the crew since he thought I was in his way.”

“And what do you propose I do with him?”

“Promote him to being a full-fledged spacer,” Hauk said. “We’re shorthanded with all the casualties we’ve taken lately, and you know he can fight.”

“You want me to promote him after he tried to kill you? You’re mad.”

“We accepted Maeve as part of our crew just like that,” Hauk said. “Benno has been here longer. He deserves a second chance.”

Creull turned back to look into Benno’s eyes. “Your own prey has elected to spare your life. Remember this—if you make any further attempt to harm anyone in this crew then I will kill you where you stand.”

Benno nodded slowly. Creull threw him back onto the floor. The bigger boy landed on his shredded back and whimpered.

“Thank you, Commander,” Hauk said.

Creull pointed a stubby finger at the lighted corridor up ahead. “Both of you, get to the medbay. Begone from my sight.”


19 The Dissenter

The Eon Shrike’s ownership had changed hands many times over the years, but among mercenary circles everyone felt the ship’s capabilities had finally reached a zenith once Xander Gunhardt acquired her after killing the previous owner in a duel. In less than two years this scout-class starship had earned a reputation as one of the best smuggling vessels in the entire galaxy.

After getting clearance from the com-link channel, Xander leaned back on the command chair near the front of the cockpit and took out a vaporizer tube from his vest pocket. It had taken him a few months to get used to his cybernetic right hand, and now he had just the right precision to pick up the most delicate of objects without them slipping from his fingers or ending up crushed in his palm. “So far so good. Beginning approach towards the surface of Horizon. I gotta commend your people, Garrett. They did a fine job with these passcodes.”

Garrett Strand’s nostrils opened wide at the strange odor emanating from the other man’s vaporizer. The young lieutenant remained seated just to the side of the cockpit door. “What the heck is that smell?”

Xander puffed out a small wisp. “Marijuana. It’s an Earth plant. You want some?”

“No thanks.”

“Suit yourself,” Xander said as he puffed some more. The Eon Shrike’s cockpit always felt spacious whenever he was alone, but now with somebody else present it seemed cramped. He didn’t even want to think about the others down below in the modified cargo hold.

Strand looked around. “I’m surprised you’ve still got this old bird in good shape. From what I’ve been hearing on the grapevine, you’ve seen plenty of action in the last few years.”

Xander held up his right arm so the other man could see it. “And here’s what I’ve got to show for it. I can fix metal and composite materials, but if it’s a fleshy limb, I need to replace it.”

“How did that happen?”

“Don’t ask.”

“You could have just gotten a cloned transplant instead of a cybernetic limb replacement, you know.”

“Didn’t I tell you not to ask?”

“Okay, forget it,” Strand said. “Can I ask about the ship at least?”

“Sure. Fire away.”

“I took a look at your engines, and they’re unlike anything I’ve seen on a scout ship. How did you modify them?”

“From the ground up,” Xander said. “I took a fusion engine off an old Star Force destroyer and pared it down until it could fit behind the primary hull of the Eon Shrike.”

“You’re using a cut-down engine from a destroyer? You’re kidding me.”

“It’s the honest truth,” Xander said. “Ain’t that right, Athena?”

A sultry feminine voice was heard over the entire cockpit. “It sure is, Xander.”

Strand looked around. “Is that your ship AI?”

Xander kept his eyes on the console as he began an entry maneuver towards the planet. “You’re smarter than you look, Garrett.”

“I’m just saying, if we altered our AI’s voice like that back in the Nepenthe, nobody would be able to do any work. She’d be way too distracting,” Strand said.

“Well, since your crew are mostly a bunch of young kids, it wouldn’t surprise me,” Xander said. “Listening to Athena calms me down during the worst of times.”

Strand leaned forward. “Why not join us, Xander? We could use a guy like you on a full-time basis. The money we loot is pretty damn good. There’s no need for you to be a one-man show all the time.”

Xander shook his head. “Nah, not my style.”

“Why not?”

“I like working alone. Being around too many people irritates me,” Xander said.

“You weren’t like this before,” Strand said. “The VIPR teams we served in together would sometimes number up to twenty operators or more, depending on the mission.”

“I’ve changed,” Xander said. “I’m tired of looking after snot-nosed kids. God knows how many times I had to get you out of trouble all those years ago.”

“Okay, well, you don’t have to be an instructor on the Nepenthe if you don’t want to,” Strand said. “There are other positions you can get assigned to. I’m sure our nytini crewmembers would love to have you as part of the engineering team.”

Xander sighed. “If you want the honest truth, let’s just say I don’t want to get close to anybody anymore.”

“I don’t want to pry,” Strand said. “You have your reasons. Forget I asked.”

“You’re an old friend, so you deserve an explanation,” Xander said. “You remember Dakota?”

“Yeah, not the best-looking woman, but she was one heck of an operator,” Strand said. “She was a former Scout Ranger, right?”

Xander nodded. “Yep. I met her about eight years ago and she served on this very ship you’re sitting in. We made a great team and pulled off some major scores.”

“Oh yeah? Where’s she now? I didn’t know her that well, so I could always reintroduce myself,” Strand said.

“She’s dead,” Xander said softly.

Strand leaned back on the chair. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s alright,” Xander said. “I thought we pulled off this one job so well and I got too cocky. Then they ambushed us. I don’t remember many of the details, but she died so I could get away.”

“She sacrificed herself to help you escape?”

“That’s right,” Xander said. “I could have gotten more crewmembers for this ship to replace her, but I decided never to get too close to anyone ever again. I … liked that woman, Garrett. I keep thinking about what I could have done differently.”

“I know it hurts, pal,” Strand said. “I lost a few people just a little over a week ago. But I still got to look after the other kids on my strike team too, so I can’t afford to grieve.”

Xander shook his head slowly. “Well, I guess I’ve gotten too old to handle it. Anything else I can take, but when it comes to friends or crew dying, I just can’t stand it anymore. That’s why I’d rather be alone now.”

“Okay, fair enough,” Strand said. “I’ll contact you again if we need your services after this.”

“You need to finish this job in one piece first,” Xander said while taking another puff of the vaporizer. “It’s time you got your butt to where your team is. I’ll be lifting off back into orbit and I’ll wait for your extraction code. If I don’t hear from you in forty-eight hours then I’m gone.”

“Don’t worry, you will.”

 

The Eon Shrike had once again been heavily modified the moment she docked with the much larger Nepenthe a few days before. The nytini engineers had constructed a fake superstructure resembling the outer hull of a small transport ship, and Xander had expertly maneuvered his scout vessel to the inside of the hollow shell. With the support girders in place and the radiator wings extending out past the bogus framework, she now resembled one of the many ubiquitous light freighters used by mining consortiums to send their equipment down onto planets for prospecting.

The ATV lay nestled in the imitation cargo bay, secured with mechanical restraints to prevent the vehicle from moving around while the ship began her descent into Horizon’s atmosphere. Five people sat in the ATV’s interior, their bodies strapped down on the crash chairs.

Duncan Hauk sat in the rear cabin of the ATV. This would be the first planetfall he would be making ever since he had left his homeworld behind all those weeks ago. His time on the simulators had been well spent, and he didn’t feel any discomfort as the gravity began to increase all around him.

Maeve Lindros lay beside the boy. When Lieutenant Strand had asked her if there was anyone she would prefer to be part of the team, she quickly volunteered Hauk’s name without hesitation. To her surprise, the suggestion was approved. Hauk and Strand were the only other crewmembers she had been spending time with, so she felt better when she was accompanied by them.

Dhara Hayer sat across from the two kids. She noticed the boy’s stare and turned her head the other way, not willing to make eye contact with him.

Hauk flicked his eyes over to Maeve. The lieutenant had briefed him privately, and he was well aware of the concerns with regard to the former Institute scientist. Although his main task for the operation was to serve as a companion to Maeve, Strand had ordered him to eliminate Dhara if she attempted to betray them once they were on the ground.

Strand’s voice was heard over the intercom. The lieutenant was sitting up front in the vehicle’s driver compartment, along with Sergeant Ripoll Keo. “Beginning planetfall. Stand by.”

The boy could see that Maeve was visibly nervous. The teenage girl was shaking like a leaf; she had evidently never experienced going down a planet’s gravity well.

Dhara looked at Maeve and gave her a disarming smile. She wanted to hold the girl’s hand and comfort her, but for obvious reasons it wasn’t possible. “It’s okay, Maeve. It will pass.”

Maeve looked away. The loss of trust was still present, and it overrode her gnawing fear.

Hauk held out his hand towards the girl. “Need some support?”

Maeve grabbed his hand and gripped it tightly.

It was the first time Hauk had ever held hands with a girl. Even though they both wore thick gloves, it gave him a strange feeling, like a combination of pride and affection, followed by a warmth he had not been expecting.

Within a few seconds the entire compartment seemed to tilt sideways, the force of gravity increasing tenfold. Hauk could tell the ship was now doing an aerobraking maneuver to try and slow herself down.

Maeve yelped. It felt like they were falling through the air, about to be crushed like a fragile eggshell the moment the ground came up to meet them. She gripped the boy’s hand tighter as the fear intensified.

They soon felt the counterforce as the Eon Shrike’s landing thrusters were activated. The vehicle’s interior was once again the right way up, and the two women sighed with instinctive relief. The worst seemed to be over.

The intense vibrations made Maeve’s teeth rattle until she lifted up her upper molars to make it stop. There was a short drop when the ship’s landing struts suddenly hit the ground. They had made it.

“Releasing clamps from ATV,” Strand said over the intercom.

Xander’s voice also came in through the audio link. “Lowering ramp. Have fun, boys and girls. See you in a few days’ time.”

As the ATV sped off down the cargo ramp and into the mist-filled atmosphere of Horizon, Maeve suddenly realized she was still gripping the boy’s hand. She quickly let go and blushed. “Sorry.”

Hauk couldn’t help but smile. “No problem.”


20 The Impostors

After docking the ATV alongside the mining consortium dome located a few hundred klicks north of Horizon’s equatorial region, the five members of the team squeezed through the airlock tunnel and ventured inside the complex. Garrett Strand and Dhara Hayer led the way, followed closely by Duncan Hauk and Maeve Lindros. Ripoll Keo silently brought up the rear, his right hand hidden beneath a duffel bag. Their ship coveralls had been replaced with generic mining jumpsuits, their utility vest pockets bulging with assorted tools.

Strand glanced back to make sure everyone was right behind him as he weaved his way through the throngs of mining crews standing and sitting around in the main hall. “Stay close.”

Dhara continued to walk alongside him. “Are you sure the passes we’ve got will work?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Strand said. “Zeno’s pretty good at forging documents, and anyway, there’s lots of outfits here with even more bogus credentials than what we’ve got.”

“Famous last words.”

“O ye of little faith,” Strand said as he strode up to the registration desk.

Sitting behind the table was a portly, grizzled human male. His entire right arm had been replaced by a crude cybernetic limb, and the thick glasses he wore meant he didn’t have the cash for better alternatives. A holographic display on top of the counter continuously flashed updates on the latest mineral prices on the galactic options market.

The man’s voice betrayed a mix of weariness and boredom. “Landing pass with consortium permits and registration, please.”

Strand put on his best smile and uploaded the documents using the input port on the table with his smartcom. “Sure thing. Here you go.”

The man on the desk had a holotag on the upper left of his utility vest with the name of Nelson on it. Since his computer lacked an advanced AI network, he had to manually type in commands in order to process the documents.

After a few minutes, Nelson looked up at the five people standing in front of him. “Your application for prospecting is denied.”

Strand raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean it’s denied?”

Nelson shrugged. “My computer says your documents are incomplete. Sorry, it looks like you’ll have to reapply.”

Strand crossed his arms and frowned. “What do you mean I have to reapply? The Union’s own orbital station cleared us, for crying out loud. You know how many months it took us to get here?”

“Look, your landing permissions are fine, but your mining passes are incomplete. You can stay on planet but you can’t work as a miner.”

“What do you mean they’re incomplete?”

Nelson sighed and pointed at the glowing red indicators on the floating holographic display in front of him. “In case you didn’t know, this is a joint administrative world—this means you must get clearances from both the Union and the Concordance. Now, your Union passes seem okay, but you’re missing the approval documents given out by the Concordance.”

Strand spread his arms out in the air. “You’re saying that every two-bit outfit here has gotten approval from the Concordance just like that? Come on.”

Nelson adjusted his thick glasses. “I don’t make the rules, pal. Head over to one of the Concordance access networks and file an application. Once you’ve got an approval then you can come back to me.”

Strand exhaled slowly. “That’s gonna take days!”

“Maybe even weeks,” Nelson said. “Or perhaps they might just deny it. One of the big mining conglomerates even had their license canceled just a few days ago. Who knows what those parasites are thinking. Now move along.”

“Alright, I get it,” Strand said as he keyed in an offer of cash on his smartcom and directed it to Nelson’s display. “I’m sure you can provide a temporary pass, and that’s all I need.”

Nelson stared into his sky-blue eyes for a long minute before glancing at Strand’s companions. “You’re not with UBI, are you? By law you people have to reveal yourselves when asked.”

Strand rolled his eyes while gesturing at the others in his team. “Do we look like Union Bureau of Intelligence agents to you? We’re a mining family, for antecessor’s sakes,” he said, gesturing at Dhara with his thumb. “This is my wife and these are my kids. We own a small prospecting firm from the Coal Sack Region.”

Nelson looked at the others incredulously. “They’re your children? They hardly even look like you.”

Strand gave him a nonchalant shrug. “They’re adopted. My wife’s barren.”

Dhara gritted her teeth while keeping a straight face, and remained silent.

Nelson frowned. “Look, the mining consortium is in a very tricky situation right now. The Concordance is hopping mad because one of the prospecting teams accidentally ventured into the quarantine zone a few months ago, and we’re all on thin ice at the moment. If the Concordance decided to revoke the permits, then we’d all have to leave. Right now, there are way too many rinky-dink outfits trying to strike it rich out here, and I can tell you most of them leave empty-handed and in debt.”

“Don’t worry, my family and I won’t make trouble for the consortium,” Strand said confidently. “We won’t even go near the quarantine zone.”

Nelson narrowed his eyes. “Do you even know how dangerous this world is? We have daily casualty logs just from the radiation exposure alone, and those stats don’t even count the fatalities from griglak attacks.”

Strand increased the credit offer. “We know the risks. I spent a year mining on Altair IV.”

Nelson bit his lip while staring at the money on offer. “I can offer you a prospecting pass for one week, and you better not get into any trouble while you’re out here. The mining rights will have to be applied for separately, and you can only make a claim on one of the plots in the registry.”

“Sounds fine to me,” Strand said. “I’m sure we’ll hit the jackpot out here.”

Nelson shook his head slowly while he inputted an approval on the console. “Everybody says that, but lemme tell you, every single prospector that’s been here either left with a big loss or had to sell their vehicles or whatever else they had just to get off planet. Some even had worse fates.”

Keo was standing alongside the others, and he raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

“Like being so indebted they had to take menial work just to get off planet,” Nelson said. “But right now, the Union colony is so flooded with cheap transient workers they had to turn quite a few of them away.”

Maeve’s eyebrows shot up. “Turn them away? You mean they got airlocked?”

“No, not airlocked,” Nelson said. “We don’t do such things in Union territory.”

“What then?”

“The ones who couldn’t find work ended up being shipped over to the Concordance borders,” Nelson said. “Quite a few became slaves for a time, while others were never heard from again.”

Maeve gasped. Becoming a slave with an attached symbiote was a fate worse than death in her view.

“I’m not worried,” Strand said. “My kids have a keen eye for prospecting; that’s why we always bring them along.”

Nelson gave him a contemptuous look as he accepted the e-cash and generated an approval pass for them. “Fine, you do what you want. Your prospecting license is provisional—this means you have to come back here within five days’ time.”

Strand smiled as he downloaded the documents onto his smartcom. “Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find a good spot to claim long before that.”

“That’s what they all say,” Nelson said. “I can tell you right now you’re making a big mistake. Every meter of ground that’s been approved for prospecting has already been looked over by multiple teams over the years, and whatever ore was in them has been mined. It would be better if you just sell your brand-new ATV and hitch a ride out of here.”

Strand retained his confident demeanor. “I’ve never failed.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Nelson muttered under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” Nelson said. “A few more things to note. Keep your transponder active at all times. The Concordance feel they are within their rights to fire upon any vehicle without the proper signals. If for some reason your transponder goes on the blink and the backup fails too, head for the nearest waypoint station and report in. You got it?”

Strand nodded. “Yeah, I got it.”

“Also, this planet has no mining insurance coverage, so the consortium is not responsible for any injuries or deaths while you’re out there,” Nelson said. “Even if you face a whole nest of griglaks, you’re on your own. The Union Territorial Guard contingent here is only responsible for protecting the colony habitats; their jurisdiction ends beyond the airlocks.”

“So we can’t signal for help?” Hauk asked.

“You can try, kid,” Nelson said, “but there’s no guarantee that help will come. Anything goes once you’re out there.”

“Okay, fair enough,” Strand said. “Can we go now?”

“One last thing,” Nelson said. “Do not under any circumstances even approach the quarantine zone. The orbital network will alert you if you stray too close, so heed their warnings and turn around if it happens. The parasites are pretty trigger happy, but even the Union security forces have been known to attack their own citizens who go there without permission.”

“Fine, we’ve been warned,” Strand said as he turned around and headed for the docking bay, followed quickly by the others. “Let’s go, kids. There’s gold in these parts!”

Nelson cursed softly while watching them disappear back into the crowd. Just another bunch of naive idiots with a one-way ticket to the afterlife. The old ex-miner figured he would never see them again.

 

Dhara joined Keo and the lieutenant in the front cabin of the ATV as they got underway. The sudden bumps and jarring across the uneven terrain were making it a rough journey, so everyone remained strapped in their chairs.

Hauk had unfastened his restraints and leaned closer to the four robots at the back of the rearward cabin as he began running diagnostics on them. Although they weren’t warbots, these simple AI machines would still serve a useful purpose in case of any conflict. The boy wondered why he was made part of this mission since he was a relatively new member of the crew, but he quickly sensed that someone had specifically asked for him to be included.

Glancing over towards Maeve, Hauk noticed she seemed to have a tired look while slumped in her chair near the hatch leading towards the vehicle’s forward cockpit.

“You okay?” the boy asked.

Maeve sighed wearily. “I don’t feel well.”

Hauk leaned back and edged closer towards her. “Could be motion sickness. Do you need to puke?”

Maeve closed her eyes while shaking her head. “No, it’s not that. My head hurts and I feel like there’s an elephant sitting on my shoulders and chest. It’s hard to breathe.”

“What’s an elephant?”

“It’s an extinct terrestrial animal,” Maeve said. “Very big, like the size of this ATV.”

Hauk understood. “Oh, it must be because of this planet’s gravity. Did you take your pills?”

“No,” Maeve said softly. “I-I don’t want to put drugs into my body. Back when I was growing up in the outpost, they used to make me swallow all sorts of pills. Most of the time I wouldn’t feel anything, but other times they made me feel really sick.”

“I get it,” Hauk said softly. “You don’t trust anything scientific anymore.”

Maeve nodded. Tears began to well in her eyes. “All those people I trusted. They let me down. If only my parents were still alive. If only they never worked on that artifact. I feel so alone.”

Hauk remembered Puteri Sin’s words to him. He placed a reassuring hand on Maeve’s forearm. “You’re not alone. The Nepenthe and everybody with her is your family now.”

Despite her discomfort, Maeve gave a faint smile. “Thanks, Duncan.”

Hauk used the handholds along the roof in order not to fall over due to the bumpy ride. He half stumbled towards the medkits near the airlock. “I can vouch for these pills. Trust me on this, okay?”

Maeve didn’t say anything as the boy reached into one of the packs, took out a small container full of tiny red capsules and carefully made his way back to her. Anti-gravity pills contained an assorted dose of painkillers, anti-coagulants to thin the blood, muscle relaxers, blood pressure inhibitors, and agents to widen the body’s blood vessels.

Hauk opened the stopper and placed two pills into the girl’s palm. “Here, swallow this.”

Maeve tilted her head up and downed the medicine. Within a few minutes the pain in her chest had begun to ease, and her breathing became more relaxed. She turned and smiled at the boy. “Thanks, I feel better now.”

Hauk smiled back. “I told you so.”

“I guess I can trust you,” Maeve said. She added his name right beside Strand’s on her mental list of people she had faith in.


21 Travelers

Horizon’s mist-filled atmosphere made driving hazardous due to the low visibility and uneven terrain. Garrett Strand stayed at the controls while keeping a watchful eye on the scanner by the dashboard. The other two people in the front cabin closely observed the area using their own consoles, ever vigilant for potholes and boulders that could disable the ATV. Once they got past the consortium’s transport hub, encounters with other mining vehicles had thinned out considerably.

A loud beep indicated they had now ventured past the designated Union territories and into the neutral areas of the planet. The ATV’s powerful shock absorbers and independent suspension made most of the bumps negligible, but the occasional large rock they drove over would have driven their heads into the ceiling if it were not for the seat restraints.

Strand activated the audio for the rear compartment. “Everyone okay back there?”

Duncan Hauk’s voice answered. “Yes, sir. We’re fine.”

“I wanted to tell you, good job on the build of this ATV, kid,” Strand said. “She’s a damned fine car. From now on, if my teams ever need ground vehicles, I know who to turn to.”

“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

After turning off the speakers, Strand glanced over at Ripoll Keo, who was sitting in the front seat while closely observing the nearby vehicle transponders on his virtual map. “Hey, Keo, I think I found my successor. You won’t be too mad if I promote the kid over you, right?”

The youthful sergeant angrily turned in his direction. “You’re going to promote that little duckling into a strike team commander? He’s never even been in combat.”

“Yes, he has,” Strand said. “He saved my life—and yours—when he picked us up after we got out of the Amerigo, remember?”

Keo sneered. “He was doing nothing, LT! All that little twerp did was hitch a ride on one of the mass drivers. I would have done the same thing if I were in his shoes. Come on.”

Strand chuckled. “If you were the one on the mass driver you probably would have gone for a kamikaze run at one of the destroyers, knowing you.”

Keo clenched his teeth. “This isn’t fair, LT! I’m the most senior non-commissioned officer in the entire crew.”

Strand knew he was winding the lad up, and he kept at it. “Seniority always takes second place behind merit. Even our captain says so.”

Dhara Hayer sat just behind the two of them. She glanced in the lieutenant’s direction and shook her head before turning her attention back towards the console in front of her.

Keo slammed the lower part of his right fist on the dashboard. “Goddamn that little turd! I’m going to twist his little neck till it breaks in half.”

“Alright, calm down,” Strand said. “I was only messing with you.”

Keo didn’t answer. He kept staring at his console while breathing heavily. A small bead of sweat dripped down his brow.

“You’re the leading candidate as second-in-command of the strike teams,” Strand said. “But this temper of yours is what keeps getting in the way. Your impulse to use force in situations when a more subtle approach would get a better outcome is a prime example.”

Keo let out a sigh. “I’m trying to get better, LT. You know this.”

“Yeah, you’ve improved a lot since last year, which is why I promoted you to spacer sergeant,” Strand said. “Though you’ve still got a long way to go.”

Dhara cleared her throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’re now about fifty klicks from the quarantine zone and I’ve got an idea.”

Strand kept his hands on the steering wheel while swerving away from a jutting rock looming in front of the ATV. “Go ahead, I’m all ears.”

“I know the plan is to deactivate our transponder and the backup just before we reach the zone, but I think it would be a mistake,” Dhara said.

Strand narrowed his eyes as he continued to focus on the terrain ahead. “What makes you so sure?”

“I know the consortium can’t afford to track every one of the vehicles that’s out here,” Dhara said. “But you can be damned sure the Institute and their Concordance counterparts will be.”

Keo turned and looked at her. “How do you know this?”

Dhara let out a sigh. “Come on. I was a senior researcher with the Institute, and I know their security arrangements with regard to artifact sites.”

“Please elaborate,” Strand said.

“Let’s say we disable our transponders,” Dhara said. “The Union has a link with the mining consortium, and the moment we go offline it gets flagged on their network. Once that happens they’ll commit one of their satellites for an orbital flyby and try to get a sensor fix on us.”

Keo shrugged. “Okay, and? It’s going to be hard for them to find us in this toxic smog of a planet.”

“They don’t need to—not right away,” Dhara said. “They just need a fix on our last location, and they can send aerospace drones or patrol vehicles to look for us based on our final contact. This is guaranteed to happen, especially in an area with an artifact dig.”

Strand frowned. His original idea was to deploy two vehicles, with one posing as the other, but the logistical problems of getting two ATVs to the planet using separate ships and having a system passcode for just one vessel ended up nixing the plan.

Keo looked over towards his superior. “I got an idea, LT. Let’s hijack one of the other mining vehicles and use them as bait.”

“We don’t have enough operators to do that,” Strand said. “What’s your plan, Dr. Hayer?”

“I have an old Institute passcode that I’ve never used,” Dhara said. “I’m pretty sure they disabled all my others, but not this one because I never logged it into the main network. I figured it would be useful in case of an emergency, so I kept it over the years.”

Keo didn’t say a word but glanced suspiciously towards the lieutenant. He continued to distrust Dhara and his holstered laser pistol was always at the ready in the event Strand gave him the order to kill her.

Strand still didn’t fully trust her either, but he had yet to notice any hint of betrayal so far. Keeping his eyes away from Keo, he decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. “Let’s say we go with this. How much time before the main network notices it?”

“A full planetary rotation, at the very least,” Dhara said. “It should give us enough time to get into the quarantine zone without any fuss. If we can get to the Institute science outpost, it may even allow us inside and we can get new security codes once we’re in there.”

Strand wasn’t fully convinced. “What about the Concordance? Your passcode isn’t keyed in with them for pre-approval. They’ll spot us in an instant.”

“Yes, but they won’t fire at us since we’d be under diplomatic cover,” Dhara said. “The parasites know an attack against a representative of the Institute may be construed as an act of war by the Union.”

“You hope,” Keo said. “I don’t like this plan, LT. Let’s go with my idea instead. I can make it work, trust me.”

Strand bit his lip. A part of him sensed that Dhara might be laying a trap for them. The other alternatives would be equally risky. He slowed down the ATV before turning his head and looking into Dhara’s eyes. “You’re risking a lot of lives with this plan, Dr. Hayer, including Maeve’s.”

Dhara could tell they distrusted her. “I know. You may not trust me yet, but let me prove it to you. The map says we’re less than forty-five klicks from the quarantine zone. All eyes in the sky are on us now, I’m sure of it.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

She glanced over at the youth sitting in front of her. “Then you can have Sergeant Keo here shoot me in the head with his weapon. He’s been waiting to do that ever since we left the Nepenthe anyway.”

Keo’s hand inched closer to his holster.

Strand gave a slow nod while he activated his smartcom. “Okay, do it. I’m giving you outside network access on your com-link right now.”

Dhara hunched over the console in front of her. She activated an old com-link server and typed in the passcode she had memorized all those years ago. It returned almost instantly with an approved access point. “Okay, I’m in, and it was accepted into the Institute servers on the planet. I can upload the special passcode into the ATV’s transponder, which will identify us as an official vehicle belonging to the Institute.”

“Go ahead,” Strand said.

Dhara’s fingers twitched nervously while keying in the commands. A slight beep emanated from her console. “It’s done. The exact route to get into the Institute outpost has also been downloaded onto our maps. It says here that if we stray from the approved course we may find ourselves under possible attack by griglaks.”

Strand turned his head to face the vehicle windshield once more. The virtual map on the dashboard had been updated. “Okay, let’s see where this takes us.”

 

The terrain around them slowly transformed itself from inert sand and rock into small hill-sized volcanoes surrounded by pools and streams of bubbling iron carbonyl. The ground had become muddy, and Strand switched to full six-wheel drive mode to get through some of the tougher stretches close to the lakes. Even though the vehicle sensors were telling him that many of the preceding waterways were shallow enough to cross, Strand didn’t take the risk of getting stuck in the mire, preferring to drive the ATV on solid ground as much as possible.

The hatch towards the vehicle’s rear cabin had been left open, and everyone wore their hard suits, with only their helmets lying beside them. The outside cameras spotted a number of heavily armed security bots, their lower torsos modified with long segmented legs to straddle the muck as they patrolled along the prescribed route towards the Union science outpost.

Keo had gone over to the rear cabin. With Hauk’s help, the pair were busy modifying the stored sidearms by extending their handgrips and removing the trigger guards. The hard suits they were equipped with had large hands, and they needed to make sure each weapon could be used properly while wearing them.

Hauk used a small printer to build much longer triggers for the weapons while Keo did the field stripping and reassembly.

Keo looked at one particular trigger closely before handing it back to the boy. “This needs to be longer.”

Hauk fed the rejected part back into the printer’s input module. “Sorry.”

Keo took the newly finished handgrip lying on the seat beside him and quickly assembled another laser pistol. “For what it’s worth. Pity we couldn’t just modify our arm-mounted weapons instead, but it would be way too obvious.”

Hauk held up a gauss carbine while examining it with his smartcom to make sure it had been reassembled properly. “What’s wrong with these?”

Keo held up his hard suit-encased arm. “It’s hard to aim while we’re wearing all this. With the arm- and shoulder-mounted stuff, you don’t have to use your fingers to fire, and the weapon mounts have good stability. Now it’s gonna be awkward moving around while carrying all this inside a box labeled science supplies.”

“I’d rather have these than be unarmed,” Hauk said.

Dhara had placed herself in the front seat and carefully studied the virtual map. “We ought to be coming up to the Union outpost very soon.”

Strand continued to rely on manual driving instead of letting the autopilot take over. “How far up ahead is it?”

“Another klick or so,” Dhara said. “Just beyond that ridge.”

Strand nodded. “Good. The sooner we get there the bet—”

His words were interrupted when a sphere the size of a small car floated over the horizon, just ahead of the ATV. Strand hit the brakes as everyone else gasped at the strange sight looming above them. It looked like some sort of misshapen pink- and orange-hued balloon, with veins popping out of its bulbous body. Several tentacles ending in eerie, humanlike eyestalks extended from its underside, peering at them with disquieting stares. A long tuft of hair-like material jutted out from the top of the creature.

Maeve let out a terrified whimper. “What … what is that?”

Keo quickly put his helmet on before grabbing hold of one of the laser rifles lying beside him.

“Everybody calm down,” Strand said. “It’s just a monitor.”

The sight of the creature hovering several meters beyond the windshield took Hauk’s breath away. “What … what’s a monitor?”

“It’s one of the Concordance’s bio-machines,” Dhara said. “A monitor is a genetically engineered life form that can float using air sacs. Those things are tasked to observe and relay their information back to their masters, nothing more.”

Keo had the laser rifle locked and loaded. “It’s a Concordance toy? What’s it doing over here? I thought we were in Union territory.”

“It’s a joint territory between the two superpowers,” Strand said. “The Union must be allowing their counterparts some access for transparency’s sake.”

Dhara nodded. “That’s what I figured too. The parasites must be spying on every research team going in and out of the Union science outpost.”

Strand frowned. “Not good. It means the Concordance will probably relay what they just saw back to the Union for verification.” He glanced towards Dhara. “Can you think up an excuse as to why you suddenly popped up here without prior warning?”

The monitor seemed to remain where it was, despite the occasional gust of billowing wind swaying its spheroid form. Less than a minute later the creature suddenly became more bloated before floating up and disappearing further up into the misty sky.

Maeve’s eyes were now filled with an insatiable curiosity. “How is it able to float like that? The gravity on this planet is so heavy.”

Dhara turned to look at the girl. “Monitors store lifting gases in their bodies; that’s why they sort of look like balloons. My guess is it was probably using helium or hydrogen. The Concordance tailor-fit their bio-machines to adapt to the atmosphere of the planets they’re assigned to, so it’s probably why the monitor we saw seemed bigger than normal.”

“Really creepy,” Maeve said. “Can they think on their own?”

“The Institute believes all bio-machines have a limited form of intelligence,” Dhara said. “Just enough awareness to do their tasks properly. The Concordance knows all too well the dangers of true sentience from our shared experiences in the Singularity Wars, and I suspect they would never allow their creations to achieve full independence from them.”

Strand pressed on the accelerator once more and the vehicle began to pick up speed. There would be no turning back now. “Let’s get this over with.”


22 The Relic

The Science Institute’s research station on Horizon consisted of several interlinked modules. These prefabricated structures had been transported over from orbit and assembled on site, with new sections being attached to replace the degraded ones over time. Automated turrets had been installed along the outer edges of the base perimeter to repel the occasional griglak attack.

Garrett Strand drove the ATV up onto a parking platform before maneuvering the vehicle to put it in line with one of the extendable airlocks. Everyone now wore their helmets in order to hide their faces. Dhara Hayer had thought the idea silly, since they wouldn’t be allowed to walk around the base interior with their hard suits on, but Strand had insisted, so she decided to make up a story to try and justify it.

They were met by Administrator Bosai Kini and his two assistants as the five of them ventured out of the airlock module. The head of the Institute’s research station was a short man in lab smocks, and his expression betrayed a mix of surprise and suspicion as he gawked at the five humans in hard suits standing in front of him. “Welcome to Horizon Science Station. May I ask which one of you is Dr. Hayer?”

Dhara lifted her helmet’s faceplate so he could see her face. She had memorized their names after checking the Institute’s database. “It’s me. Sorry about this unannounced visit to your station, Dr. Kini, but we’ve got a situation.”

Bosai frowned while rubbing his chin. “What kind of situation? I just got an official complaint from my counterparts in the Concordance. It seems they spotted your vehicle on the way here and you didn’t file an authorization with them. This puts me in a very awkward position, you know.”

Strand and Ripoll Keo immediately tensed up. Their weapons were hidden in the packs they carried, but the hard suits had strength multipliers built into their exoskeletons, and they could easily smash the three people standing in front of them to a pulp.

Duncan Hauk stood just behind them along with Maeve Lindros, and the boy could see four unmoving security bots on the far side of the room.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Dhara said. “The information my team uncovered is so time sensitive I needed to come here in person to tell you about it.”

The two researchers standing beside Bosai exchanged confused looks with each other. They were about to say something when Bosai gestured at them to keep quiet before turning his attention back to the guests. “What’s this about?”

“The artifact you’re working on, you do recall I used to work on a similar one before, right?”

Bosai nodded. “Yes, of course. We’ve been using your team’s research notes from New Zion as a guide for our field studies here. Is there a problem?”

“I’m afraid there is,” Dhara said. “According to our recent analysis, my team is predicting a detonation.”

“A what?”

“An explosion,” Dhara said. “The artifact at the dig site will blow up, and the radius is expected to be fifty kilometers.”

One of Bosai’s assistants gave Dhara a look of incredulity. “What? That’s absurd. The so-called detonation of the artifact in New Zion only had a blast radius of less than a hundred meters. We’re two kilometers away from the dig site here, and we put up blast walls around it.”

Dhara placed her hands on her armored hips. “You do realize the excavated portion of this artifact is at least three times the size of the one we had in New Zion, right?”

“Well … yes, but—”

Dhara refocused her attention towards Bosai. “This station, as well as the Concordance base, is well within the blast radius.”

The color drained from Bosai’s face. “Did … does your team know when this will h-happen?”

Dhara held up her left wrist and activated the holographic smartcom display while pretending to look at it. “According to our findings, it could happen at any time now.”

Bosai gasped. “Great antecessors! What do we do?”

Dhara continued her totally serious demeanor. “Do you have enough vehicles to begin an emergency evacuation?”

Bosai exchanged worried glances with his two assistants. “I-I’m not sure. I-I need to call this in to the orbital station; maybe they can have a few shuttles sent down to pick us up.”

“There’s no time for it,” Dhara said. “It’s going to take at least thirty minutes for them to arrange a rescue fleet of shuttles. Get your staff onto every available vehicle and head out of the area. My calculations state that anything past sixty kilometers ought to be safe.”

“A-alright,” Bosai said as he turned around, gesticulating wildly at his two assistants. “Get to the vehicle bay and have those ATVs refueled and ready to go. I’m going to the control room; I’ll make the general announcement from there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Dhara said while gesturing at the others beside her. “Get back in the vehicle and prepare to go to the dig site.”

Bosai was confused again. “You-you’re not evacuating with us?”

Dhara shook her head. “No. The Institute gave me a handpicked team to go over there and try and disable the relic before it goes off.”

“You could be killed.”

She shrugged. “Yes, it’s a possibility, but I have a duty to try and preserve the artifact in question, even if it means sacrificing my own life. Your team is too valuable, so you need to go.”

Bosai walked over to a nearby alarm panel and activated it, sending out a screeching series of bells and whistles along the entire outpost. “Come on, follow me.”

Dhara began to walk with him. “Okay.”

Strand caught up with them. “I’ll go with you too.”

 

Instead of following the convoy of vehicles making their way towards the perimeter of the station, Strand drove the ATV in the opposite direction, towards the dig site. Dhara had instructed Bosai to relay an evacuation message to the Concordance base, and told his staff to maintain com-link silence afterwards, lest their signals trigger the artifact’s premature detonation. Once the last of the scientists had gone, Keo and Hauk went over to the security room and disabled all the automated surveillance and defense drones at the site before joining the team back in their vehicle.

Keo sat in the front seat again, his laser rifle poking up from in between his legs. “Based on the map readings, we ought to be getting close to the dig site.”

Strand peered ahead through the windshield. “Damn, visibility is even worse now. I have to slow us down to a crawl or we might just hit something.”

Dhara sat in the backseat with the two kids. “Yes, the mist just gets thicker the closer you get to the artifact. My theory is the device somehow affects both the atmosphere and the planetary terrain around it.”

“You did pretty well with all the fast talking back at the station, Dr. Hayer,” Hauk said, remembering an ancient expression his mother once told him. “The staff there swallowed it hook, line, and sinker.”

Dhara smiled at him. “Thanks, Duncan. It was my first time ever telling a straight lie. I guess I seem to have a natural talent for it.”

Maeve eyed her contemptuously. “It sure wasn’t the first time I ever heard you lie. You did that all the time when you were with me.”

Dhara sighed. “Maeve, I told you I was sorry. For everything. What else do you want me to do?”

Maeve turned away and looked out the window. Her chin trembled and she felt like she was going to cry, but she was able to calm down.

“The map indicates we’re just below the dig site,” Strand said as he put the brakes on. “Grab your weapons and seal your helmets. We’ll be going on foot from here on out.”

 

The area was a maze of boulders, partially concealed by the swirling fog all around them. Strand and Dhara stayed up front, with Hauk and Maeve in the middle of the group while Keo and the four robots he controlled stayed at the rear, occasionally glancing back even though his helmet sensor was set on wide angle.

Maeve walked gingerly on the muddy sand, her sealed boots making soft sucking noises every time she lifted them. They had given her a laser pistol, but she kept it holstered since she had yet to be trained in its use.

Hauk noticed her awkward gait while moving beside her. He activated a private com-link channel with her so the others wouldn’t hear. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Maeve said softly as they continued on. “I just feel squishy with this bio-gel all over my body.”

Hauk laughed. “Yeah, it takes a bit of getting used to, but at least you’re not feeling itchy or anything like that.”

“My nose is itchy, but if I take my helmet off to scratch it then I’ll die, right?”

“You sure will. The air here has no oxygen and is heavy with carbon monoxide. It’ll kill you quick.”

“Ah well, I guess I’ll just have to put up with an itchy nose,” Maeve said.

“You could fill your helmet up with bio-gel too. You can breathe in it, but you won’t be able to talk.”

“No thanks. I bet breathing that stuff would be totally gross.”

“It sure is,” Hauk said. “Till you get used to it.”

Maeve stopped in her tracks and gave a short gasp while clutching her chest.

Hauk got closer. “Maeve, what’s wrong?”

The teenage girl’s voice had a nervous ring to it. “I … I don’t know. I just suddenly got a weird feeling.”

“What kind of feeling?”

“Like, I could feel some sort of presence.”

Hauk looked around. “Where? In which direction?”

Maeve shook her head. “I … don’t know. It’s like something’s calling out to me. This whole place … it feels like something warm and fuzzy is all around me.”

Keo was right behind them, along with the four robots guarding his flank. “Why did you two stop?”

“Maeve’s feeling nauseous,” Hauk said, keying in his general com-link.

Strand and Dhara walked back to where they were.

The lieutenant placed his hand on Maeve’s shoulder. “Do you still think you can go on, Maeve?”

Maeve nodded. “I think so. It mostly died down.”

“Okay,” Strand said. “Let’s keep going, we’re almost there.”

Dhara walked beside the girl. “You’ve never felt anything like this before, Maeve?”

Maeve shook her head. “No.”

Strand kept his eyes up ahead while activating a private com-link circuit with Dhara. “Did this occur during the time when your team was with the first artifact on New Zion?”

“No,” Dhara said. “Nobody felt anything until the screeching noise in our brains happened. The explosion occurred just minutes afterwards.”

“Tell me, Doctor, what exactly are we going to do once we reach the artifact?”

“We’ve got hand scanners,” Dhara said. “We can start analyzing it up close.”

“Is that it? We just stand around for a couple of hours and run scans?”

“There’s a theory I read in one of the papers my colleague wrote a few years back,” Dhara said. “He explained the artifacts here and in New Zion may be some sort of machines, and they’ve been lying in a dormant state for eons.”

“Yeah, like some sort of energy bomb,” Strand said. “We could all get killed if this thing does go off.”

“I believe Maeve is the key,” Dhara said. “The explosion that killed her parents on New Zion may have altered her body somewhat, even though all the physical tests we did on her failed to detect anything.”

“Altered her? In what way?”

“I don’t know,” Dhara said. “It’s just a theory.”

Strand snorted as the group reached a two-meter-tall blast wall in front of them. “We’re full of theories and really short on facts.”

“Yes,” Dhara said. “We’ve been unable to decipher or understand a whole lot of the artifacts we’ve found across the galaxy, so all we can do is speculate. Maeve is a unique case because of the explosion and her surviving it.”

The group quickly rounded the blast wall. Strand turned and gestured towards Keo and Hauk while switching on his general com-link. “Okay, deploy the robots around the blast walls. Order them to give us an alarm if they spot any incoming contact, but do not engage without my orders.”

Maeve drifted beside Hauk and took him by his forearm. “Can Duncan stay with me, please?”

Strand frowned. “Alright. Keo, I’m sure you can handle things from here. Find some cover and stay out of sight. Everybody, keep your com-links active at all times.”

“You got it, LT,” Keo said as he readied his laser rifle.

Strand checked to make sure his own weapon was ready to fire. It was. “Alright, let’s go.”


23 Last Heroics

It looked like a pointy metallic cone of metal jutting out from a bed of fossilized rock. There had been some attempts to dig around the artifact in order to find out the true extent of its size, but for some strange reason every piece of construction machinery had failed to function once they got within a few dozen meters of the object.

Strand did a quick read-through of the reports they found in the science station and was astonished that even the bio-machines of the Concordance had refused to dig around the artifact’s base. It seemed as if something was consciously preventing both factions from excavating deeper into whatever secrets this strange object was keeping from them.

The mist had somewhat dissipated once they got close, and the four of them now stood a mere ten meters away from the object. The artifact seemed to be made of a silvery metal-like substance, yet its exterior skin rippled at the slightest breeze, like the surface of water in a pond. Strange symbols akin to glyphs were also etched along its structure.

Dhara Hayer stood in front of it while activating her hand scanner. “Height is about nineteen and a half meters from the ground, but we’ve no idea how far below it extends.”

Strand stood just behind her while reading the entry logs he downloaded from the nearby Union science station. “Says here they tried to run excavation machines at a parallel distance ten meters away for a slant bore. The units short-circuited the moment their digging claws touched the ground. They tried it at about a dozen times at different points within the area, and each time it ended the same way. Looks like something didn’t want to get analyzed.”

Dhara continued to look at her scanner results. “The surface is radar absorbent, just like the one in New Zion. It also radiates a small amount of heat, just barely detectable at this range.”

Duncan Hauk was standing alongside Maeve Lindros, just behind the two adults. The boy had slung the laser rifle over his armored back and had once again activated the private com-link channel he shared with the girl. “Wow, I’ve never been this close to one of these things before.”

Maeve said nothing. She just stood there, rigid like a statue.

The boy took his eyes off of the object and turned towards her. “Maeve, are you alright?”

When Maeve’s voice came online, she seemed to be out of breath. “It’s … it’s alive.”

“What?”

“That feeling I had earlier,” Maeve said softly. “It’s coming from the artifact. It’s like … it’s calling out to me.”

“Calling out to do what?” Hauk asked.

“I … I don’t know,” she said softly.

With his curiosity in overdrive, Hauk had forgotten to switch back to his suit’s general com-link channel. “Is that thing in front of us … sentient?”

“I … I have no idea,” Maeve said.

“Has anyone tried touching the surface of that thing?” Strand asked.

“When they first discovered it, yes,” Dhara said. “Seems the few people that did touch the artifact either experienced an electric shock or nothing at all. Due to this planet’s atmosphere, nobody has touched this one with their bare hands.”

Strand nodded. “What about the one in New Zion. Did anyone touch it back then?”

“Yes; the same thing happened.”

Hauk continued to listen in until he finally remembered to switch his audio com-link back to general reception. “What about Maeve’s parents? Did they touch it too?”

“I don’t know, I don’t remember,” Dhara said softly.

Maeve just stared at the artifact in silence. A strange sensation began cascading over her body, and she could barely listen to what the others were saying. Weird, unintelligible alien sounds began beating in her ears, yet she knew the others couldn’t hear it, nor could she tell how it worked. The object was attempting to communicate with her.

Ripoll Keo’s voice boomed over their helmet speakers. “LT, we got a problem.”

Strand turned around, instinctively holding his rifle in a ready position. “What is it? Talk to me.”

“It’s the four robots we brought with us,” Keo said. “They’re unresponsive now.”

“What? Try resetting your command node.”

“I did that over a dozen times already, LT,” Keo said. “All I’m reading is their batteries are drained. Including the reserves.”

“No way,” Hauk said. “I checked their charge just before we got out of the ATV. They ought to be at full, even the backups.”

“They were close to full charge just a few minutes ago according to my log,” Keo said. “Now they’re totally out of juice.”

Strand cursed. He tried patching into the main command node, and it was obvious the robots were now inoperative. “Damn it. Head over to us, Keo. Right now.”

“Roger that, LT. Give me a few minutes to see if I can dismount one of the grenade launchers on the bot closest to me,” Keo said over the com-link.

“Forget about that,” Strand said tersely. “Just get over here now.”

“Yes, sir. On my way.”

Hauk turned his attention back to Maeve. “Hey, are you okay?”

Maeve just stood there.

Hauk placed his hand on her elbow and tried to gently shake her, but the girl was unresponsive. The boy turned to face the two in front of him. “Lieutenant, something’s going on with Maeve.”

Strand immediately turned around and moved to where they were standing. He checked her vital signs using his suit’s command node. All seemed fine. “Maeve, are you alright? Can you hear me?”

Dhara turned off her scanner and began moving towards the three of them. “What’s going on?”

A tall shadow suddenly emerged from the thicker edges of the mist and loomed over them. The Union security bot’s main body was the size of a car, its underside set in a base of quad fifteen-meter-tall segmented legs, like a giant metallic spider eyeing its prey. The robot’s extendable arms had turrets, with long barreled gauss and laser cannons mounted on them. The machine’s sensor modules had a cluster of blinking lenses, eerily resembling insect-like compound eyes.

Strand quickly stood in front of the two kids, using his body as a shield. “At my command, find some cover,” he whispered, even though they were all on a private com-link channel.

The security bot’s manufactured voice had the characteristic neutral tone of a machine, devoid of any emotion. “You have all ventured into an unauthorized area. Put down your weapons and return to your vehicle immediately. I have alerted the Union science station and more units are on the way.”

Dhara held up her hands. “Hold on a minute. I’m Dr. Hayer and we have authorization to be here.”

Keo’s voice was heard over their private channel. “I’m in a proper firing position, LT, but I ain’t got any heavy weapons. I could fire at the bot to distract it though. It’ll give you enough time to get to some cover.”

“Hold on,” Strand said. “Do not shoot, Keo. Not yet.”

“Dr. Hayer,” the robot said. “You were identified as missing some time ago. I have new orders to detain you. All of you must drop your weapons now. You have ten seconds to comply.”

Strand cursed. The Union must have found out about them already. They were out of time. “Keo, at my command, open fire. Hauk, you will get hold of Maeve and get her into cover once the shooting starts.”

“You have five seconds to comply,” the security bot said.

“Affirmative, LT,” Keo said.

The voice of the robot continued, devoid of any feeling. “Three seconds to comply. Weapons are free.”

Strand had tucked his right hand into the backpack the moment they encountered the security bot. In one fluid movement, he let his arm dangle behind his back as the stun grenade rolled over onto the ground beside him. Using his suit thrusters, he quickly dived sideways. “Watch out—grenade!”

The security bot reacted by shifting its full attention to the small device on the ground just as it detonated. The stun grenade exploded in a nonlethal cacophony of blinding white light and noise, like an overpowered firecracker designed to blind, deafen, and distract. Though its sensors were heavily shielded and remained operational, the security bot’s simple AI system had been confused enough by the unexpected turn of events and it consequently refrained from firing its own weapons for a few seconds.

Strand grabbed hold of Dhara by her arm and pulled her along with him while sprinting towards a nearby tall boulder. “Move, move, move!”

Hauk instantly reacted when he saw the grenade fall to the ground in front of him, holding onto Maeve and activating his suit thrusters, hoping to leap up into the surrounding mist and lose the robot in the chaotic terrain. With the amplified strength of his hard suit, the boy was able to effortlessly carry Maeve over a low rock wall, just before the security bot fired at them. The enemy’s lasers impacted against the base of the stone dividers, blasting through a few centimeters of petrified rock, having failed to score a hit.

Keo lay crouched behind a boulder less than twenty meters away. A part of him wished he had disobeyed the lieutenant’s orders and spent an additional few minutes removing one of the grenade launchers on their inoperative robots, but it was too late for regrets. Figuring he could provide an additional distraction, he fired a few aimed bursts of pulsed laser fire at the towering robot, hoping for a lucky hit.

The security bot reacted by twisting its torso in his direction and firing its full complement of arm-mounted weapons, raking the nearby area using a predicted targeting matrix based on the shooter’s probable location. Keo had to lie prone on the ground and cover his head as the weapon blasts zinged awfully close all around him, tearing through and vaporizing large chunks of rock and muddy sand.

Strand half crawled along the ground while pulling at Dhara’s arm to make sure she followed him. He could see the distant form of one of the blast walls fifty meters away, but there was scant cover in between. Damn, if only our robots didn’t go down we might have had a chance to take this freaking security bot out. “Everybody, try and get back to the ATV; hurry up and keep low!”

Hauk tried to move again, but the security bot had a bead on his position and kept up the firing, forcing him to hug the ground as he lay on top of Maeve. The laser rifle strapped to his back got raked by a tungsten shell from a near miss, tearing it in two and partially damaging his suit’s rear. The boy cried out as he rolled over, his life support system switching to backup.

Hearing the boy’s screams over the com-link snapped Maeve out of her trance. She turned her head to see Hauk writhing on the ground beside her, desperately attempting to reset his breathing system. “Duncan!”

Dhara heard their screams over the com-link. She twisted her arm away from Strand’s grasp and turned around, using her jump thrusters to leap up into the mist, trying to pinpoint where the other two were located. “Maeve, hang on! I’m on my way to you!”

Strand roared in anger as he too turned and tried to grab hold of her once more, but it proved too late as Dhara gained some distance from him before disappearing into the mist. “Dr. Hayer, get back behind cover!”

The security bot now had multiple targets spread out all around it. With the authorization of lethal force coming directly from a command signal in orbit, the robot tracked the probable locations of its targets and began systematically firing into every possible location that could be used as cover.

Whether it was blind courage or an overwhelming concern for the teenage girl, Dhara didn’t bother to take cover amongst the outlying pieces of rock all around her. The former head researcher of the Institute’s most secret project had just managed to make another leap into the mist when she picked up Maeve’s suit transponder. A short burst of fire from the enemy robot’s gauss cannons hit her squarely in the chest, just as she landed close to the two kids.

Although her suit was armored, the massive impact tore through the outer layer of composite plating, past the rapidly hardening bio-gel, and penetrated her chest, causing severe internal trauma. Dhara fell flat on her back, blood gushing from her mouth. She felt no pain, but it seemed awfully hard trying to breathe when one’s helmet began filling up with one’s own blood.

Maeve immediately sensed what had just happened. It felt like a soft, soothing voice inside her head had suddenly been silenced. A sort of mental bond which had slowly been repairing itself was shattered, leaving a yawning emptiness of sadness and regret. The girl stood up and let out an ear-piercing wail. “Dhara!”

Hauk had just managed to activate the self-repair diagnostic on his suit when he noticed Maeve running over to where Dhara had fallen. The boy sat up and looked straight up at the towering security robot above him. Fumbling for his laser pistol, he began shouting towards the girl. “Maeve, look out!”

The security robot ignored the boy as it strode over to where Maeve had run to. It locked its weapons onto the girl as she knelt down beside the writhing woman lying on the ground. “Subject Zero identified. You are to follow me immediately.”

Tears were running down Maeve’s cheeks, fogging up her helmet visor. She looked up in anger at the robot standing above her. “Leave us alone!”

Less than a hundred meters away, the artifact began to glow with a strange golden radiance. With its sensors quickly noticing the new disturbance, the security robot had managed to twist its main torso when a forked beam of energy erupted from the pointed tip of the relic and struck the armored machine on the top of its body. The intense surge of superheated plasma penetrated its hardened optical systems, completely short-circuiting its quantum-based processing core.

The security bot swayed unsteadily back and forth like a drunken giant barstool before toppling over, crashing to the side several meters away.

Hauk had seen the whole event with his own eyes and he could hardly believe it. The boy stood up and quickly made his way over to stand beside a kneeling Maeve. “It looked like a bolt of lightning just came out of the relic and hit the bot. What could have caused that?”

Maeve cradled Dhara’s head in her arms. The girl was weeping uncontrollably. “Duncan … please. Help her.”

Hauk ran a medical scan on Dhara. He let out a sigh of resignation. “I’m sorry, Maeve. She’s gone.”

“I forgive you,” Maeve said softly to her, even though it was too late. “You were my only mother.”

Keo ran over to them, still cradling the laser rifle. “Holy antecessors, I’ve never seen such a sight. Is she dead?”

Hauk nodded. “Yeah. I think Maeve somehow willed the artifact to unleash some sort of weapon that took down the bot.”

Keo turned and readied his weapon when his helmet’s proximity sensors began beeping. “Fekk. We need to get going. Right now.”

Maeve didn’t move. She continued to hold on to Dhara’s body as if it was the only thing that mattered. “Leave me alone.”

Hauk bent down, trying to gently take the girl by the arm. “Maeve, please. We can’t stay here.”

Maeve resisted his attempts. “No, no. We can’t leave her like this.”

Six humanoid forms emerged from the mist and surrounded them. At first Hauk thought they were from the Union, but the hard chitinous shell coverings on their bio-suits indicated they were from the other side. The Concordance had sent in their own forces to investigate.

One of the bio-warriors stepped forward. His outer covering had a dark green tinge to it, and whatever being was beneath the grotesque-looking opaque helmet seemed to glow slightly with an eerie phosphorescence. They resembled an unholy fusion of man and crustacean, for even the outside surface of their suits periodically excreted a slimly substance from gaping pores in between the gaps of their armor.

Keo had aimed his laser rifle at the intruders the moment they emerged from the mist. “Back off, slimeballs.”

The lead bio-warrior tilted his head up as two antennae extended from the back of his helmet. The com-link voice they heard was low-pitched, as if coming from the hollow of a gnarled, twisted tree. “You have made an unauthorized excursion into this quarantine zone. You are all under arrest.”

Keo grimaced. “Like hell we are.”

“Any type of resistance will be viewed as hostility, and we are within treaty jurisdiction to eliminate you.”

“Well, I’m not a Union citizen, I’m with the League of Independent Worlds, so screw you and your treaties,” Keo said as he held his ground. “We’re leaving quietly, so you can have this piece of dirt.”

“Put down your weapon and surrender,” the bio-warrior said. “We will not ask again.”

“We’re leaving, so you can’t detain us,” Keo said as he began moving sideways. “Duncan, get her and let’s go!”

Hauk crouched low and gently took Maeve by the elbow. “Come on, Maeve, we gotta go.”

“Stop where you are,” the bio-warrior said.

Keo continued to move backwards, followed closely by Hauk as the boy continued to lead a dazed Maeve along with him.

One of the other bio-warriors along the flank moved in, attempting to grab hold of Keo’s rifle, but the youthful sergeant turned and fired, striking the warrior’s chest at close range. The short burst staggered the enemy warrior, but it quickly swung its spiked arm, narrowly missing Keo, who managed to duck just in time.

Keo was nearly out of options. He fired a full burst at point-blank range, hitting the opposing bio-warrior’s face. Although the enemy soldier’s helmet took most of the impact and absorbed it, two pulsed laser blasts burned through the thick outer chitin and into the brain case of whatever was inside of it. The bio-warrior let out a gurgling noise before it fell backwards.

The other bio-warriors around them raised their knotted arms and began to fire back before shifting sideways to take cover among the outlying boulders. The weapons they discharged vaguely resembled their Union counterparts’ own, with dart-like projectiles traveling at near supersonic speed and biological laser weapons emanating from crystalline lenses along their forearms.

Keo had heroically positioned himself in front of Maeve and Hauk. The bio-warriors made him their primary target, and he took the brunt of their attacks. Keo’s hard suit absorbed most of the damage, and his arms and torso looked similar to a porcupine’s, with embedded spikes sticking out from them.

His suit was severely damaged and he knew it. Keo howled in rage as he brought up his rifle, only to be hit by a second barrage of weapons from three sides. The young sergeant’s hard suit finally gave way as one penetrating spiked flechette pierced his heart. Keo staggered sideways for a bit, firing his laser rifle without hitting anyone, before he finally toppled over and died.

Hauk tried to use his jump thrusters to leap away from the fray while holding on to Maeve, but one of the bio-warriors grabbed hold of his ankle just as he made the jump and threw him across the landscape with incredible strength. Both Hauk and Maeve landed in a heap as they collided with one of the nearby boulders.

The boy quickly got up, but one of the embedded spikes along his forearm had injected a neurotoxin that spread through his nervous system. Hauk lost all feelings in his limbs and fell to the ground beside a screaming Maeve. Breathing soon became hard as darkness drew its curtains over him.


24 Hot Extraction

Garrett Strand gritted his teeth while continuing to hide behind one of the many boulders in the area. The suit’s command link had just indicated his entire strike team had been lost. The numerous hostile contacts in his sensors told him the Concordance must have sent in a large contingent of bio-warriors to secure the artifact.

He gripped the laser carbine tightly while looking out at the thick, nearly opaque mist in front of him. What am I going to do now? Dhara and Keo are gone.

The signals coming from Duncan Hauk’s and Maeve Lindros’s hard suits revealed they were still alive, but it was apparent they had been taken prisoner. There are too many Concordance soldiers out here. I can’t go after them by myself.

Strand weighed his options. Attempting a one-man rescue would be tantamount to suicide. He would need help, and it meant he needed to call in for an extraction. But time wasn’t on his side, for he knew the Concordance would surely send the prisoners off-planet in order to interrogate them once they were safely within their territory. He needed to track and intercept the two kids the moment they were transported, but how?

They’ll surely remove the AI implants before bringing them off-planet, he thought. I’ll have to find another way to track them.

Strand turned and began making his way back towards the ATV. Maybe Xander might know of a way. I’ll need to use the vehicle’s com-link system since it takes a lot of power to get a message past the thick atmosphere of this hellhole.

Moving from one boulder to the next, Strand could only see a few meters ahead of him. For some unknown reason the haze all around him had suddenly thickened, as if the planet itself was making an effort to hide the chaotic landscape. I just hope they didn’t find our vehicle, otherwise I’m screwed.

A voice erupted in his audio speakers, startling him temporarily. “You there. Halt!”

Strand ducked down and rolled sideways on the ground, a burst of flechettes narrowly missing his back. He could tell the firing had come from his rear left flank. Strand quickly found cover while turning towards the direction of the attack.

The crocodile-like voice of the Concordance bio-warrior lacked any emotion, eerily similar to the monotone audio of a synthetic. “You are surrounded on all sides. Surrender and you will live.”

Strand cursed. He was already wanted by the Union authorities and would probably be exchanged in a prisoner swap. Being captured held no illusions for him. Boosting the power of his com-link to full, he directed it up to the mist-filled skies above him. “Xander, come in, over.”

“You have ten seconds to come out with your hands up,” the leader of the bio-warriors said. “After that we will use full force.”

Strand grimaced. “Xander, you son of a bitch, come in! I need a hot extraction now, over.”

All he got was static.

“Five seconds,” the bio-warrior said.

Strand looked around. He noticed the bulky outlines of their insect-like armor behind a number of boulders facing him. Strand counted about four of them. They seemed to have covered every direction except towards the northwest, though it was obvious they had called in for reinforcements to block that route off the moment they spotted him. He needed to get out of the kill zone right away.

The audio link from the bio-warrior remained active. “Full lethality is approved.”

Several bursts of fire quickly erupted from three sides, hitting the surface of the boulder in front of him. Strand waited until they began to shift their firing positions before adjusting his jump thrusters and activating them.

When the sound of his suit jets activated, two of the bio-warriors fired several shots above the large volcanic rock Strand had taken cover behind, expecting him to leap up into the sky to try and avoid them.

The ex-VIPR operative did the unexpected, firing his jump thrusters sideways to give him an extra boost while keeping his feet on the ground. Strand made a lightning sprint towards the northwest, expecting to get through the still-open flank before they could close the trap on him. Just as he shot through the gap, another bio-warrior suddenly appeared from behind one of the jutting rocks beside him and delivered a wicked kick to his torso.

Even though Strand tried to avoid the incoming kick, the blow connected. While he didn’t take any physical damage, it made him lose his balance, and Strand careened sideways into a solid nanocarbon blast wall before his body ricocheted again, this time rolling along the ground. The laser carbine flew away from his hands upon the first impact, and was lost in the low-hanging mist.

The gyros in his suit had been jarred out of whack, and Strand got back up just in time to stare at the bio-warrior aiming its arm-mounted weapons straight at him.

“You were warned,” the bio-warrior said while it aimed and activated its flechette guns.

Strand cursed again while bracing for the incoming fire. His luck had just run out.

A shadowy outline emerged just beside the Concordance soldier, completely surprising it. The bio-warrior refrained from firing at the last second and glanced sideways, its senses detecting something extremely close. Strand’s own helmet readings indicated multiple new contacts had abruptly appeared, seemingly out of nowhere.

Before either of them could react, a monstrous creature leapt out from the foggy ground and launched itself at the startled bio-warrior, its wide jaws clamping down on the victim’s thick neck. The Concordance soldier fired its flechette weapon, but the griglak was too close, and two of its middle legs kicked the bio-warrior’s arms aside while using its weight to bring its prey down. Despite its enhanced strength, the bio-warrior fell flat on its back. The griglak began to excrete a highly toxic acid from its mouth while continuing to chew through the warrior’s chitinous armor.

Strand turned around and dashed in between two blast walls. His sensor suite made constant beeping sounds, warning him about the numerous griglaks now swarming the area. Although he was glad one of the creatures had saved his life, a sense of curiosity began to creep into his thoughts. Did Maeve’s unleashing of the artifact’s power to take down the security bot have something to do with the sudden appearance of these monsters?

The sensors in his helmet told him something solid was hiding in the haze, right where he was intending to go. Strand had no doubts it was another griglak, probably waiting to spring the trap when he got too close. He glanced behind him, and his sensors indicated the other bio-warriors were still trying to pursue, but they were now fighting for their lives amidst the rapid attack of the griglaks.

Strand activated his jump thrusters as he leapt over a tall slab of rock, completely bypassing the obvious trap along the gully. The planet’s higher-than-average gravity was taxing his suit’s movement capabilities, and he regretted not installing more powerful thrusters at the back when he had the chance. It’s always the little things one forgets about until it’s too late.

The mist near the edge of the dig had thinned out, and he already had a visual of the hill the ATV had been parked behind. Just a few hundred meters to go, he thought, then I can gain some real distance and get my wits back.

The constant alerts on his visor’s smartglass had somewhat numbed him to the danger in the area, and in his rush towards the ATV he had overlooked another potential ambush point along a rock outcropping. Strand had only a split second to react when another griglak leapt out of its hiding place and tried to clamp its jaws around his head.

Instead of putting an arm up or ducking forward, Strand bent over backwards, making the creature’s leaping attack miss by mere centimeters. The griglak hadn’t expected that kind of reaction and it had already overextended its momentum in one direction, allowing Strand to easily push himself away from the creature’s thrusting body while remaining upright.

Strand activated his thrusters once again, jumping over the side of the ravine and onto the base of the hill. The ATV was just behind the other side, its remote signal now making contact with his suit’s com-link. Hopefully the Concordance didn’t find and disable it or anything, he thought while making another leap onto the hilltop.

The moment his feet touched the top of the fused volcanic ridge the ground suddenly moved, tilting him sideways. Strand was off-balance, and he used his right arm to stop himself from falling down the slope as the griglak hiding underneath him reared up and tried to bite down on his chest.

Strand cursed as he sat up, using his hands to grab the sides of the griglak’s massive jaws, barely preventing the creature from clamping its mouth on his face. The suit’s servos strained against the griglak’s tremendous strength, and somehow held. It looked like a stalemate, but he knew it wouldn’t last long once the other griglaks caught up to them.

A stream of vile liquid erupted from the goggle-eyed creature’s throat and made a sizzling puddle on his chest. His suit sensors began blaring an alarm once more, indicating his outer armor was being dissolved by some sort of powerful molecular acid. If the griglak spat at him again, the next attack might just breach the suit.

Strand placed the heel of his right foot onto the creature’s side and activated his jump thrusters. The sudden blast of plasma from the exhaust ports distressed the creature long enough for Strand to push away and make a successful jump over towards the other side of the hill.

Bounding over to the side of the ATV, Strand grimaced as he pushed himself into the small airlock and quickly cycled the air inside the compartment to human norms. Once the atmosphere matched the level of the interior cabin, he quickly began to peel off his hard suit. A slight burning sensation on his chest meant the acid those monsters were using had already burned through the armor.

After he took off his helmet, Strand quickly worked to remove the smoldering chest piece from his body. Loosening the side panels by his torso, he threw the armor aside and stared down at his chest. The bio-gel had partially solidified and protected his skin from the acid. Sighing with relief, Strand sat back along the side of the module and closed his eyes. “Damn, that was close.”

A loud crash on the vehicle’s roof brought him back to reality. Strand opened the inner airlock hatch and quickly made his way towards the cockpit. The pounding above him continued while the ATV’s alarms began screeching. Obviously one of the griglaks had leapt on top of the vehicle and was trying to pry him out.

Strand sat down on the driver’s seat while starting up the engine. “Don’t these damned things ever give up?”

The com-link system crackled to life amidst the static, with Xander Gunhardt’s gravel-like voice coming online. “Garrett, did you say you needed a pickup?”

Strand gunned the accelerator, and the griglak on the roof nearly slipped off. The ATV lurched forward, though it was obvious he couldn’t go very fast because the low visibility would invite a crash. “Yeah, a hot one!”

“On the way; I’m giving you the coordinates.”

Strand looked at the readouts on the dashboard while turning the steering wheel left then right, hoping to shake the monster off the roof. “That’s almost fifty klicks away!”

“Yeah, well, the terrain is too crappy for a belly flop if I try for something closer,” Xander said over the com-link. “You’ve got an ATV so you’ll make it.”

A second loud collision on the vehicle’s roof made Strand wince. Another griglak had somehow gotten on top. “Well, I got killer giant frogs trying to open up this thing like a sardine can.”

“Hang tight. You’ve been through worse. I’m beginning atmospheric entry now. See you soon,” Xander said before turning off the com-link.

Strand frowned as he gunned the accelerator. “Riight.”

Tearing noises coming from the roof, and the view from the remote cameras told him the two griglaks were ripping into the ATV, using their acid spit to burn through the gaps in the paneling before working their claws and teeth to rip open the vehicle’s outer shell.

Strand activated the lidar as the ATV’s speed gradually increased. “You big frogs want to play? Okay.”

Using the added momentum, Strand began juking the ATV back and forth, forcing the griglaks on top to stop their attacks and making them use their claws to hold on. Switching over to six-wheel drive transmission to get a firmer grip on the ground, Strand made an evasive maneuver at the last second every time a large piece of rock suddenly revealed itself ahead of him.

One of the griglaks could no longer hang on as the vehicle fishtailed while bouncing off the side of a small hill. The creature’s hold loosened, and it was thrown clear when the ATV nearly came to an abrupt stop before veering away.

“One down, one to go,” Strand said while placing his foot on the accelerator once more. The terrain ahead had begun to flatten out, and he could push the ATV even faster now.

The remaining griglak on the roof sensed it was running out of time. Using its head as a sort of battering ram, it smashed into the damaged middle part of the ceiling, puncturing the vehicle’s once formidable outer shell with a combination of strength and relentless determination. The creature’s acid-filled snout had weakened the nanocarbon, and now its tip suddenly burst forth into the interior.

Strand shouted in surprise as the vehicle alarms began howling, telling him in a calm, automated voice about the atmospheric breach inside the cabin. He could feel the sudden onrush of alien air, filling his nostrils with the sharp, rotten odors of volcanic sulfur and carbonyl. He made more rapid twists and turns on the steering wheel, hoping to get rid of the creature once and for all.

The griglak wasn’t satisfied. It continued to use its head like a drill, enlarging the breach with the constant pounding of its snout, letting more of the poisonous air into the interior, straining the vehicle’s life support system to its limit.

“Now you’re really pissing me off,” Strand muttered as he activated the autodrive after inputting the coordinates into the dashboard AI. With the cabin rapidly filling with poisonous air, he leaned sideways and grabbed the helmet in the emergency cabinet.

After placing his head into the helmet and engaging the universal neck seal, a cool rush of oxygen and nitrogen made him cough the remaining wisps of carbon monoxide out of his lungs. The cockpit had already sealed the secondary hatch behind him in order to localize the breach made in the rearward cabin, but he manually opened it up again.

The griglak had slowly enlarged the hole in the roof, but it could only push through the forward tip of its snout before being slightly repelled by the human-compatible atmosphere inside.

Strand shook his head as he drew out the laser pistol from his hip holster. “So it looks like you monsters ain’t so smart after all. Seems you don’t like our oxygen.”

Sitting beside the inner hatch, he aimed and fired the weapon at the creature’s snout. Although the griglaks were armored, the areas around their mouthparts and sinuses were exposed, and the pulsed laser flashes made an impact, burning off a corner of the griglak’s snout. The unexpected injury forced the creature to withdraw its head back above the roof.

Stumbling into the rear cabin while keeping the weapon aimed at the gaping hole in the roof, Strand looked up to see if he could get another good shot. “Peek-a-boo, you big ugly piece of crap.”

The highly aggressive griglak answered him back by pouring a stream of acid through the breach. Strand yelped as he threw himself back, narrowly avoiding the spray of lethal droplets that began burning the floor of the cabin.

Strand cursed as he pointed the pistol and fired a few wild bursts through the hole. “You are one piece of work!”

The griglak didn’t want to give up, and the creature used its strong, stubby legs to pound the top of the roof, rocking the ATV back and forth as the vehicle began traversing across the smooth landscape of dried lava flows. The monster thought about attacking once more when it suddenly heard something bigger than itself coming down from the sky. The griglak spat one final stream of acid into the damaged roof before jumping off and making its way back towards the mist for easier fare.


25 Absconding

With his body still dripping puddles of bio-gel, Garrett Strand slipped into a skinsuit inside the Eon Shrike’s main airlock as the ship lifted off. The g-force pinned him to the side of the small compartment while the vessel thrust herself into Horizon’s low orbit, but he had managed to strap himself down while putting on his outerwear, just like he’d been trained to do years before. There were lots of things on his mind, yet the loss of his entire team stung him the most.

Once the null gravity set in, he unstrapped himself and floated towards the inner hatch. Xander Gunhardt barely hovered his ship above the stricken ATV while waiting for him to get inside, and Strand regretted having to leave the ground vehicle behind. Nevertheless, he had more pressing matters to attend to.

Passing through the compact access tunnel, Strand opened the hatch that led into the small cockpit and pulled himself inside. “We can’t leave yet. Two of my operators got taken by the parasites.”

Xander sat in his customary padded chair at the front of the cockpit. “Like hell we can’t. I’ve just heard this whole planet’s going on lockdown after the stunt your team pulled.”

Strand grimaced as he strapped himself down on the other chair. “Look, I know we screwed up, but we need to find a way to get my people back. I can’t just leave them to the dogs down there.”

“Garrett, we lack the firepower and the personnel to attempt a rescue mission,” Xander said. “Athena, what’s the sitrep down on the planet?”

The Eon Shrike’s AI network retained her ever-sensuous tone. “Both the Union and Concordance orbital stations have just ordered all ships not to leave the system, you sexy thing.”

Strand shook his head in disgust. “Can’t you alter her audio to give a more serious take on this?”

“Hey, you don’t like my AI then get back into the airlock, dude,” Xander said. “He didn’t mean that, Athena. Garrett just gets too serious at times.”

“Oh I’m not offended,” Athena said, giggling. “A dishy man like Garrett could never hurt my feelings. He just gets me even more excited.”

Strand wanted to roll his eyes but decided on discretion instead. “What are our options?”

“We need to get out of this system, that’s what,” Xander said, gripping the control stick. “Athena, switch over to manual.”

“Manual override engaged,” Athena said. “Xander, another com-link message just came through; it’s directed at all vessels in the system.”

“Play it.”

A flat-toned voice came online. “Attention, a state of emergency has been declared over the entire Epsilon Carinae system. All ships must dock with their respective stations or remain on the planet’s surface and submit themselves for immediate inspection. All ships within the vicinity of the dark matter fields must proceed towards Horizon and await further instructions. All automated security protocols have been initiated. Any vessel attempting to leave will be fired upon.”

“Wonderful. This is going to make our getaway much harder,” Xander said. He glanced over at the man sitting behind him. “The next job I take from you people is gonna cost you double, you hear me?”

Strand bit his lip. He was still at a loss as to how it had ended up like this. “Everything was going according to plan. I thought we had disabled all the damned robots in the quarantine area, then this goddamn security bot just came out of nowhere. It must have been on some sort of AI network that wasn’t tied in with the Institute’s outpost.”

“Acceleration steady at four-gees, just passing through geosynchronous orbit now,” Athena said. “We just got a hail from the Union space station, telling us to decelerate and dock with them.”

“Ignore them,” Xander said before glancing back at his friend once more. “Get over it, Garrett. We had our own share of failures during our time with the VIPR teams, remember? You win some, you lose some.”

Strand let out a snort. “The mission before this almost went belly up too. Everything was going well until two people in the space station at Kolob ended up being synths posing as humans. It’s a clear violation of the singularity treaties.”

“You came under attack by synths disguised as humans? Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever experienced that in all my years working both sides of the fence.”

Strand let out a long sigh. “I lost three spacers because of it. It’s like they were waiting for us, just like what’s happening now.”

“There’s a small fleet of ships heading towards the planet just ahead of us,” Athena said. “What do we do, sugar?”

“They must be heeding the command to pull over at the station,” Xander said. “Any of them warships?”

“All incoming ships seem to be registered as civilian vessels,” Athena said. “No warships detected in system so far.”

“It’s gonna change now since the alert’s been sounded,” Xander said. “Plot a parallel course in the opposite heading, but be ready for full-thrust evasive maneuvering if any of them fire at us.”

“Anything you say, honey.”

Strand sighed. “Now I lost two more and another pair were captured. Something’s not right.”

Xander continued to stare at the instruments while listening. “I know it hurts to lose, but you need to get over it.”

“It’s the freaking reversal of fortune I don’t get,” Strand said. “It’s like someone knows what we’re up to, always one step ahead.”

“You’re getting paranoid. A sure sign of old age.”

“Shut up,” Strand said.

“You’re looking for someone to blame, I get it, but sometimes you just have to accept it’s all bad luck.”

“No,” Strand said. “It’s more than that. It’s like someone cast a wide net and we keep getting caught in it.”

“Well, if you want my take on it then you need to tell me the whole story,” Xander said. “What are you supposed to be doing in this dung heap of a system anyway? I can think of far richer places to plunder.”

“Testing a theory.”

Xander chuckled. “That’s it? You went all the way here, paid me a lot of money, and took a loss to do some testing?”

“The girl we took along,” Strand said. “She was special.”

“In what way?”

“She has a sort of power, and I’ve seen it firsthand,” Strand said. “She took out a heavy-duty security bot. On her own. No weapons.”

“For real?”

“Yup,” Strand said, “and she did it by controlling the artifact down on Horizon.”

Xander’s eyebrows shot up. “Holy antecessors, so she can control any artifact that’s near her or something?”

“I’m not sure, but I think she can only control relics of a similar make,” Strand said. “We didn’t have time to do any more testing.”

“Thanks for telling me this. I thought you guys were just down here for a pick-and-grab job,” Xander said.

“If the rest of my crew finds out I’ve told you, they’re gonna be pissed.”

“Hey, you know me, I can keep a secret,” Xander said. “Only now your conspiracy theory is starting to make sense.”

“What do you mean?”

“These alien artifacts are the most valuable things in the entire galaxy,” Xander said. “If you’ve got someone in your crew who has the ability to control even just one of these things, it could change the balance of power.”

Strand nodded. “You make a good point.”

“I read up a lot about these artifacts and the published research papers on them,” Xander said. “Both sides keep saying they’re making progress in understanding the lost technologies of these things and all, but it’s just propaganda. Everyone is clueless on how to decipher or get any of those artifacts to work.”

“And Maeve can do it on her own,” Strand said. “We’ve got to get her back.”

“My contract is to return you to the Nepenthe, nothing more,” Xander said. “If you want my services again then we’ll have to make a new agreement.”

“Come on, dude,” Strand said. “The contract stipulated you bring back the entire team, not just me.”

“The contract stipulated that I’m within my rights to make an escape, with or without your team, if it goes wrong, and it has,” Xander said.

“But you said yourself that Maeve is the most valuable person in the galaxy,” Strand said. “You want the parasites using her to take over everything?”

“I’m a businessman, not a galactic hero,” Xander said. “I’ll get you out of this so you can report back to the Nepenthe. Once there, you and the others can decide on how to get her back.”

“If you turn this thing around we can hover above the Concordance base and I’ll drop down and get her out,” Strand said.

Xander shook his head. “You were a damned good operator back in VIPR, but even you in your prime would not get past the first squad of bio-warriors that are surely waiting for you if you’re dumb enough to try. Let’s come back here with another team and then get her out.”

“They could transfer her outta here once the system-wide lockdown is over.”

“If what you said is true about this girl, do you think the Union will just allow her to leave in a Concordance bio-ship?”

Strand leaned back on the chair. He remembered the security bot correctly identifying Maeve and transmitting an alert, meaning the Union would already know she was on the planet. “You’re right. The system will remain in lockdown for quite some time. We’ve got a chance to—”

Athena interrupted their conversation. “Alert. We’re approaching the security zone around the Union-controlled dark matter field.”

“Switch us to full throttle, Athena,” Xander said. “You spot any slow ships nearby?”

“Yes,” Athena said. “An automated courier drone is drifting two hundred thousand klicks away.”

“Whoa, now this feels like an aphid job,” Xander said. “Okay, let’s try to get closer to it. Match course and heading.”

The added g-force pushed Strand down on his seat. “You going to try and hack into it?”

“No questions at this time, bud,” Xander said. “Let me work my magic without any distractions. Athena, sound off.”

“I’ve detected minute heat readings coming from the Union defense grid,” Athena said. “High probability of lancer missiles firing.”

“No lasers?” Xander asked.

“At this range it would be impractical,” Athena said. “I doubt if the defense bases near the dark matter cloud have any gauss weapons either, since it would require plenty of maneuvering thrust to align the guns properly during a battle.”

“Right you are,” Xander said. “Defense bases tend to have permanent orbits and are fully automated. Let’s see if we can trick ’em.”

Twenty minutes passed as the Eon Shrike began a deceleration maneuver to align her hull with the drifting information probe. Xander continued to make minute adjustments while Athena plotted the most probable angles of attack from the incoming lancers. Strand merely watched in mute amazement. He still had a lot to learn from Xander.

“Coming up on the drone courier,” Athena said. “New contacts at extreme lancer ranges detected.”

“Give me the probable lancer fire corridor grids,” Xander said. As each attack pattern showed up on his console, he continued to adjust the Eon Shrike’s position in order to use the courier drone as a shield.

“Those lancers are pretty heavy,” Strand said. “You sure that drone ship is gonna block them all?”

“Wait and see,” Xander said. “Athena?”

“Tracking possible lancer detonations at one hundred thousand klicks,” Athena said. “Incoming fire grid updated, sugar.”

Xander gritted his teeth as he pushed up the throttle again while tilting the control stick to the right. “Come on, baby, turn this butt sideways just a little bit more.”

Athena giggled again. “I love it when you say these things, hon.”

Strand closed his eyes while rubbing his temples. He sure has a unique way of getting rid of stress while in space combat, I’ll grant him that.

“Estimated three minutes till impact from first salvo,” Athena said.

“Here we go,” Xander said tersely.

The semi-solid tungsten projectiles had been propelled by fission detonations, achieving a velocity of over eight hundred klicks per second. Despite being fired from nearly four hundred thousand klicks away, it took less than eight minutes for the ordinance to reach their intended target. Although the majority of the projectiles missed, at least three made direct impacts against the courier drone. The information probe never had a chance, and the hits tore it apart.

Strand groaned as he heard something big colliding with the Eon Shrike’s outer hull. His left arm thrust sideways, instinctively reaching out for the helmet and emergency life support pack stored in a nearby cabinet. Thankfully the cockpit’s internal atmosphere remained intact, and he quickly withdrew his hand.

Xander had already adjusted the vessel’s throttle, accelerating to six-gees the moment he sensed the impact and keeping a close watch on the damage control reports. The readouts indicated a piece from a lancer warhead had passed through the drone courier and impacted on the Eon Shrike’s fake outer hull, causing moderate damage, but not enough to penetrate into the critical areas.

“We made it,” Xander said. “Increasing delta-V. This is going to hurt.”

“Oh, I like it when you say that,” Athena said. “We’re starting to get hit by laser fire from the defense grid, but they are too far away for any real lasting damage.”

“Still, they’re burning off chunks of the damaged outer hull and it’s messing up my maneuvering,” Xander said. “Athena, begin to initiate outer hull separation.”

“Your kinky talk always gets me going, sugar. All systems go.”

“Run the separation sequence on my mark,” Xander said. “Now.”

The outer hull seemed to split in half as the Eon Shrike accelerated past her fake shell and quickly left it behind, like a baby bird rising from the pieces of a broken egg. Strand gritted his teeth as he was pushed back down on the padded chair, the increased gravity load making his head hurt.

Xander’s voice had turned croaky due to the high-gee acceleration. “Athena, sound off on distance to shadow zone.” He couldn’t even raise his left arm anymore, though his cybernetic right arm could still adjust the control stick.

“Estimated time of arrival at fourteen minutes,” Athena said. “Just sit back and relax, easy rider.”

“What about those lasers?”

“The defense grid is still initiating tracking fire, but due to the distances involved all they can do is put an extra load on the radiators,” Athena said.

Xander let out another groan while struggling to breathe. “That’s … what I’m worried about.”

“Easy does it, cowboy,” Athena said. “Just take it slow and easy. No other lancer missiles detected.”

“How are the radiators?”

“Close to one hundred percent heat capacity, but I’ve gone ahead and rerouted some percentages into the heatsinks,” Athena said. “You know I’ll always take care of you, sweetheart.”

A few minutes had passed, and Strand breathed a sigh of relief as the massive weight on his chest began to lessen. “Did … did we make it?”

“We sure did, handsome,” Athena said. “We’ll be initiating t-drive charging in eleven minutes, boys.”


26 The Machinations

The Executive Committee’s headquarters in Earth’s Swiss Region wasn’t as large as the nearby Senate Building, but everyone knew it held more power than any political organization in the Union. Unlike their elected counterparts, the meetings inside the Committee Building were not open to the public, and only the most powerful of the oligarchs were even invited into the Central Conference Chamber. No one in the media ever reported on the inner dealings occurring inside the marbled halls, since the corporatists controlled them as well.

Within the Central Conference Chamber, the interior consisted of a long, oval-shaped table at its center, with chairs reserved for twelve of the most powerful executive directors. The other two hundred lesser members of the Committee were permitted to sit in the higher recesses along the walls, their faces covered in shadow. These upper gallery members were not allowed to speak, but would merely observe and vote using the consoles in front of them.

Erich von Steyr suppressed the urge to fidget while sitting at the innermost table. He sat a mere two seats away from the chairman, yet the constant pauses and delays ate away at his patience. For the first time in attending more than twelve annual conferences with the inner circle, the uncertainties of recent events made him nervous. The stakes were high, and whatever happened in the next few minutes would decide his fate.

Sitting across from him were Malcolm Walden and Nilda Carerra, who happened to be his biggest rivals for the future leadership of the Committee. He had secretly agreed to an alliance with Nilda to stymie Malcolm’s plans, but he feared she could not be fully trusted. Their calm, relaxed demeanors during the conference only heightened his suspicions. If only I could read minds, he thought.

Chairman Ravinder Singh sat at the end of the oval table. As each senior member of the Committee brought up an issue, he would nod a little and pretend he was listening, but Erich could tell he was too weak to comprehend the points they were discussing. He had sported a full head of black, curly hair all those years ago, but now Ravinder had gone completely bald, his shrunken shoulders and wrinkled scalp a sure sign of his physical and mental decay.

One of the other members of the board leaned back after finishing his report. “And so that concludes the latest in our profit projections for the Orion Constellation. Back to you, Chairman.”

Ravinder’s eyes were half-open. For a long minute there was silence, and everyone waited until he spoke again. When the words came out, his feeble voice made it obvious this would be the last meeting he would chair. “Thank you, Director … Kurita. Are there … any other issues we need to discuss before … this annual conference is concluded?”

The golden-skinned synthetic woman sitting to Erich’s right tilted her head up. “That would conclude all the scheduled points for this final day, Chairman.”

“Thank you, Madam Secretary,” Ravinder said. “Now it is time for me to add one last thing before we initiate the closing ceremonies of this conference. As you all know … my advanced years have made it a chore for me just to get from one place to another.”

Erich clenched his jaw while inputting commands on his wrist smartcom underneath the table. Here it comes.

“Therefore, I am resigning my position as chairman of the board,” Ravinder said softly while looking at the gathered faces around the table. “I have served as chairman for nearly a hundred years, right at the close of the Border Wars … and I have succeeded in not just keeping the peace with our rivals in the Concordance, but I have also helped to engineer an economic revival for the Union.”

Erich continued sending silent messages to his allies up in the gallery. He had no doubt the others sitting at the table beside him were doing the same. You fools better nominate me, or I’ll see to it that each and every one of you gets ruined.

“All of these achievements happened because of hard work, and playing the game of politics and profit,” Ravinder said. “This shall be my legacy, and I hope the future chairperson will continue the progress we have made.”

Erich glanced up at Malcolm and Nilda, and their own faces were downcast, which meant they were also in communication with their allies up above. If I had a weapon, I’d shoot you both right now, he thought. The chairmanship is mine!

Ravinder tilted his head sideways and nodded at the synthetic woman. “Madam Secretary, as of the end of this meeting, I am hereby resigning my position.”

No one uttered a sound. They had all known it would happen well in advance, and everyone hunched over their consoles, their fingers hovering over the upcoming choices to succeed him.

The secretary nodded. “Certainly, Mr. Chairman. Your resignation has been accepted with extreme regret. You shall be honored for your many years of service.” She turned her head and looked at each of the other people sitting at the table. “The nominations for a new chairman shall begin immediately. Please use the consoles in front of you to nominate any member of this committee … now.”

Erich bit his lip as he immediately picked his name on the holographic ballot and voted for himself. In less than a minute four names rapidly ascended above the rest as the votes were automatically tabulated.

“Interesting count,” the secretary said. “We do not have a clear majority for any one member. Four executive directors are eligible for a run-off vote. Directors Walden, Carerra, Kurita, and von Steyr have been chosen for the second round of voting. Begin … now.”

Erich gritted his teeth while looking up at the people half-hidden in shadow above him. He had spent the last few nights holding secret meetings with as many of the lesser Committee members as he could, using everything from promises to threats to convince them to vote for him. Everything hung in the balance, with a mere few seconds to decide it all.

The secretary tabulated all the votes once more. “Of the four candidates in the run-off vote, Director Malcolm Walden is the winner, but he does not have a substantial majority.” The synthetic looked up at Malcolm. “Do you wish to hold a recess before the Committee votes again?”

Malcolm coughed while raising his hand. “If I may, Madam Secretary, I would like to suggest a postponement of the next round of voting for one week.”

Ravinder leaned forward, placing his withered hands on the table. “One week is a long time. Are you sure you don’t want to … delay the vote just a few hours to try and cobble a majority alliance together while everyone is still present?”

“The reason I would like the delay is because of some news I’m expecting,” Malcolm said. “Once I get the information and confirm it, I can make it go public.”

Ravinder nodded slowly. “It must be some … very important news if you wish it to go public.”

“It is,” Malcolm said. “Once I present it, I’m sure everyone will see my point of view.”

Nilda raised her hand. “I second the motion for a one-week postponement.”

“Very well,” the secretary said. “All those in favor, please input your vote.”

The results were near unanimous. Erich breathed a sigh of relief. The position of chairman needed to have a clear majority in order to be able to push through any agenda without internal opposition. Now he had some breathing room.

“The postponement has been approved,” the secretary said. “The voting will recommence one week from now. The current position of chairman will remain open for the time being. Meeting is adjourned.”

 

As the executives began filling out into the plush corridor, Nilda caught up to Erich while touching his arm. “Well done, Erich,” she said. “I was unsure about a few of our lesser members, but you pulled in enough votes to stifle Malcolm’s expected majority.”

“Malcolm missed the clear majority count by a mere three votes,” Erich said. “He was so close, I’m surprised he asked for a one-week delay. He could have just banged heads with Kurita’s coalition to get what he needed.”

Nilda smiled. “You don’t know him like I do. Malcolm doesn’t want to win the chairmanship by a hair’s breadth. He wants to dominate the voting. Chairman Ravinder Singh won his position by unanimous vote, that’s why he lasted as long as he did.”

“We all want that, obviously,” Erich said. “But I would have taken a close one just to get the chairmanship. I’d deal with the others later on.”

“That’s where you and Malcolm differ,” Nilda said. “He wants it all at once, you’re willing to gain it a little at a time.”

Erich looked into her deep brown eyes. “And where do you come in, my dear Nilda?”

She laughed. “I’ll take any which way. So where is your ever-present assistant?”

“Hassan Obi? He has some personal matters to attend to. He’ll be back soon to meet up with your counterpart.”

“Good,” Nilda said. “There have been some updates with regard to the ship deployments your team proposed. My personal assistant would like to go through them with him.”

Erich nodded. “I’ll let Hassan know.”

She patted his arm again before turning around. “Excellent, Erich. I knew I could count on you. Let’s meet for dinner later to discuss a permanent alliance. I had my chef flown in and he’s preparing a lavish banquet at my villa.”

“I’ll do that,” Erich said. “See you later.”

 

Erich made his way onto another level of the sprawling building, going through a series of doors manned by security robots until he entered a near empty private lounge overlooking Lake Geneva. A middle-aged but fit-looking man wearing the midnight-blue and gold colors of a Star Force officer’s uniform got up from a plush chair and walked over to him.

Fleet Commander Duc “Duke” Tran had the instinctive urge to salute a superior, but he managed to restrain himself when his mind told him the director wasn’t part of the military’s chain of command. He held out his hand instead. “Director von Steyr. Thank you for seeing me.”

Erich shook his hand. “Fleet Commander Tran, I’d like to ask you a general question.”

“Fire away, sir,” Tran said.

“Why is it that Star Force officers go by ranks like commander instead of say … a captain, like our civilians do when commanding a starship?”

“It comes from our history, sir,” Tran said. “The Star Force didn’t descend from old Earth navies. Instead our origins lay in their respective aerospace forces, and they were called spacecraft commanders back then. Different ranking system compared to the ancient seagoing units.”

“I see,” Erich said. “So instead of a ship’s captain, I would refer to one as a ship commander instead?”

Tran nodded. “Correct, sir. My rank in the old navies would have been admiral, but with the Star Force it’s fleet commander instead.”

Erich winked at him. “I understand it now, yet you still refer to your spacecrafts as ships, right?”

Tran blushed slightly. “That’s correct, sir. Unfortunately even our traditions couldn’t stop popular culture, and so we gave in and started calling our vessels ships instead of spacecraft. We did manage to keep our ranking system though.”

“Good for you. These pirates though, they sure went back to the old ways, didn’t they?”

“I’m afraid they have, sir,” Tran said. “This is the reason I wanted to meet you. I have personally set up a task force and will lead them against the Nepenthe. With your intel, these bandit scum are as good as dead.”

“A lot of people have predicted their demise for a long, long time,” Erich said. “Yet they’re still around.”

“This time they won’t win,” Tran said. “The new Matador-class cruisers will make short work of them. If we can just pinpoint their location, I promise you they’ll be defeated.”

Erich crossed his arms. “This had better work, Fleet Commander. For your sake. Failure isn’t an option.”

Tran clenched his jaw. “I know the stakes, sir. I’m with you all the way, provided they show up at the location you gave me.”

“They will,” Erich said. “My operative infected their AI. That should make your mission even easier. I want you to capture the Nepenthe if you can. There’s an asset I need to get back.”

“Subject Zero. Yes, sir—I was briefed by your assistant,” Tran said. “But I must tell you—they may not want to be taken alive.”

“Do what you can,” Erich said. “If you can get Subject Zero back, there’ll be no limit to how high your career can go. Think of what kind of prestige you’ll have if you can bring those bastards in for a trial. But if the Nepenthe gives you too much trouble, then just go ahead and destroy her. Kill them all and let the antecessors sort it out.”


27 Marvels and Mysteries

Duncan Hauk blinked his eyes open and found himself strapped down on a long, reclined chair made of fused gray metal. The walls of the room were made of the same half-melted material, giving the whole place a disquieting effect. The air stank of chlorine and made him cough a little. He had been stripped of his hard suit, and his body was still wet with traces of bio-gel.

The boy pushed his head up and looked around. Maeve was lying nearby, restrained on a similar-looking slab. She had also been stripped of her suit and seemed to be unconscious.

“Maeve,” Hauk said. “Are you okay?”

The teenage girl’s eyes remained closed, though she began to stir.

Hauk kept at it. “Maeve, wake up, please!”

Maeve let out a short whimper but her eyes remained closed.

The curving walls around them were mostly shrouded in shadow, and someone emerged out of a half-hidden alcove. When Duncan turned his head to take a look, he let out an audible gasp.

The person shuffling behind him looked like an emaciated woman; her bulging, bloodshot eyes and blank stare marked her as a symbiote host. The close-cropped matted hair on her head seemed to meld with the dark tattoos on her neck and bare shoulders. She was dressed in a loose, simple gray overall, and Hauk could see the obvious bulge on her upper back. The woman held up a scrawny arm, her spiderlike fingers tapping on a wrist device.

Hauk heard the whooshing sound of a doorway being opened. Straining his neck the other way, he just had time to see two more humans and an xtid making their way inside. He tried to struggle against both the arm and leg restraints, but to no avail.

The xtid shuffled along until it stood over him, the alien’s head almost touching the curved ceiling above. The accent coming out of its starfish-shaped mouth had a combination of clicks and syrupy gurgles. “So one of our unauthorized guests is awake.” The xtid turned towards the woman keeping watch. “Leave us, slave.”

The woman made a slight bow before limping away past the door. Another whooshing noise told of her departure from the room.

“Since you are unlawful intruders, you shall refer to me as the Arbiter,” the xtid said. “There is no need for me to tell you my true name, but I shall ask what is yours.”

Hauk kept quiet.

One of the other humans positioned himself across the other side of the chair Hauk was lying in. Like the slave woman, he too bore the signs of being a host. The man wore a uniform made from material resembling blackened fish scales, suggesting a higher position in whatever organization they all belonged to. Unlike the slave’s pitiful stare, this man’s eyes seemed more focused. “You had better answer him truthfully, boy. You would not like to be subjected to our interrogation techniques.”

Feeling he had nothing left to lose, Hauk answered them. “Duncan Hauk.”

“That’s better,” the Arbiter said. “What were you doing in the quarantine zone?”

“We’re miners,” Hauk said, before glancing over to Maeve. “My sister and me, we’re just p-prospecting for minerals.”

Unlike humans, the Arbiter wasn’t capable of any facial expressions, though the xtid did fold two of his rangy arms together in a negative gesture. “You’re lying. The mining consortium has disavowed your permits, and your group went into the quarantine zone despite warnings expressly forbidding it.”

“W-we got lost,” the boy said.

The uniformed man grabbed Hauk by the throat. “If you think we’re stupid enough to believe such an obvious lie, think again. Consider this your final warning.”

Hauk coughed a bit after the man withdrew the hand from his throat. “I’m telling you the truth. I-I don’t know any more.”

“What is your relationship with Dr. Dhara Hayer?” the Arbiter asked.

“T-the woman who was with us? Nothing,” Hauk said. “She met us at the consortium way station and asked if she could ride along.”

“You continue to lie, and now you’re just insulting our intelligence,” the Arbiter said. “I hope you are smart enough to realize we can do anything we want with you. Your violations of the bilateral treaties of the joint administration of this planet mean you have forfeited whatever rights you once possessed.”

The man with the uniform narrowed his eyes. “We know all about the dearly departed Dr. Hayer.” He turned and pointed towards the still-unconscious Maeve. “What we want to know about is you two. The young man who died with Hayer was identified as a suspect in a recent hostage-taking at a Union information relay site. Now tell us what you are really doing over here.”

Hauk let out a sigh. “As I told you, we’re just prospectors.”

The man gave Hauk a backhanded slap and the boy winced in pain. “You’re just making this tougher on yourself.”

The Arbiter turned his torso slightly and gestured at the other man in the room. “Bring the pod over here.”

The second man also wore a uniform, but it seemed less gaudy compared with the first one’s. He had broad shoulders and a bald, tattooed head. The man bent down and seemed to grab onto something on the floor before bringing it up.

Hauk felt the metallic taste of blood on his lower lip. “Look, what do you want from me?”

Maeve let out another groan, only this time she opened her eyes. “What, what happened?”

“Ah, we now have another guest present at this wonderful occasion,” the Arbiter said. “What is your name?”

“M-Maeve,” she said. “What’s g-going on here?”

“Don’t tell them anything!” Hauk said before the xtid suddenly extended one of his arms and clamped his eight wire-like tendrils around the boy’s throat. Hauk tried to cough, but the tight constriction over his airway made it impossible.

Maeve’s confused look turned to anguish. “No! Leave him alone!”

The first man walked over until he stood beside her. “Looks like we have a more willing answerer here.”

“I’ve always thought females would be deadlier than males,” the Arbiter said as he continued to choke the boy while turning his spout-like head to face Maeve. “Now then, if you want me to release my hold on this youngling, answer my questions. First, what were you doing in the quarantine zone?”

Tears began to stream down Maeve’s cheeks. “We w-were there t-to look at the artifact. P-please stop hurting him.”

“That much is obvious,” the Arbiter said. “Tell me, why did you choose this particular artifact?”

Hauk kept his eyes open to try and stay conscious. The suffocating pain in his throat was unbearable, and he started blacking out.

Maeve could tell Hauk was close to dying. She couldn’t bear to have his death on her conscience too. “Dhara brought me here for the artifact. Let him go, please.”

The Arbiter immediately unwound his wiry fingers from Hauk’s throat. The boy instantly drew in a sharp breath, only to cough out the chemically laced air just as quickly.

“Go on,” the first man said.

“They said I could affect it somehow,” Maeve said. “That’s all I know.”

The Arbiter stroked the underside of his head with one of his four hands. “Now we are getting somewhere. See how easy this is? We have reviewed the footage from one of our monitors in the area, and we detected an energy surge emanating from the artifact, a wholly unprecedented event in the time since it was first discovered. Did you have something to do with it, youngling?”

“I-I don’t know,” Maeve said.

The first man gave the xtid a look of bored resignation. “Did you expect more from her?”

“At this stage, no,” the Arbiter said before gesturing at the second man once more. “Place it over here.”

Hauk pushed his shoulders up to get a clearer view. The second man carried a sort of oblong-shaped lozenge made of some unknown, leathery material. The object was roughly the size of the man’s wide chest, and he stood across from the Arbiter and set it down on the side of the sloped chair, almost touching Hauk’s left arm.

When Hauk thrust his face closer to the item, the lozenge shuddered a bit. The boy instantly drew his head back in horror.

Maeve could also see what was going on. “What is that?”

The Arbiter used two hands and touched the sides of the device. The top part of the lozenge suddenly peeled back, revealing a hollow. The object was apparently a container of some sort. The xtid reached inside before looking up at the girl. “We shall now proceed with the second phase of the interrogation.”

Both kids cried out as the Arbiter held up a wriggling creature with his two hands. The symbiote had a dark gray mantle close to half a meter in length, its saddle-shaped back resembling a very large terrestrial slug. Countless pale little tentacles squirmed freely from its bottom, its entire body oozing thick gray mucus. The creature’s putrid stench was unbearable.

“I’m guessing it is the first time either of you younglings have ever seen a symbiote,” the Arbiter said. “This one is but a few years old. Just a juvenile, ready to stake its own claim to the galaxy.”

Despite the alien’s disgusting appearance, Maeve couldn’t take her eyes away from it. “What … what are you going to do with that thing?”

A series of clicks emanated from the Arbiter’s mouth, indicating laughter. “Why, isn’t it obvious? We need to know more than what you’re both telling us. This is simply the most efficient way of gathering such information. Why bother with more questions when you can delve into another’s mind via the use of symbiosis?”

Hauk continued to struggle against the restraints. “Get that parasite away from me!”

The second man grimaced before letting out a screeching bellow.

“What an offensive thing to say,” the Arbiter said. “Do you know the word you just uttered is considered to be a very bad insult within the Concordance territories?”

“I demand you keep it away from me,” Hauk said tersely.

The Arbiter laughed again. “You demand? Look around you. Do you honestly believe you can make a demand to us?”

“Please.”

“I’m afraid the time for bargaining is over,” the Arbiter said. “Do not worry. I believe there is only a short instance of pain as the symbiote establishes a link to your nervous system, much like the neural AI implants which are common in the Union. In fact, a physical link with another living creature is far greater in terms of benefits, unlike those of a cybernetic nature.”

Despite the chilly air, Hauk began to sweat profusely. “If it’s all so good, how come you don’t have one?”

The Arbiter seemed to shrug, despite not having any shoulders. “It’s impossible for my species to establish a symbiotic link with our erstwhile allies. We’re just incompatible. Humans, on the other hand, are the most suitable candidates. Symbiotes just love to attach themselves to your species. Isn’t that right, Kyubok?”

The man with the fish scale uniform reacted slightly when his name was called. “We need to hurry up. The Union forces are returning to the quarantine zone.”

“We’re safely in our territory,” the Arbiter said. “The corrupt technocrats would not dare venture here unless they wish to start a war.”

“Nevertheless, we need to finish this soon,” Kyubok said. “The Union will no doubt investigate their downed security bot near the artifact.”

“Oh, very well,” the Arbiter said before looking over at the second man. “Loosen one restraint and turn him around.”

Hauk screamed and put up a struggle, but the hulking man standing above him was too strong. The moment the restraint around the boy’s right arm was loosened, the second man rolled Hauk sideways, exposing his back. Hauk tried to wriggle free, but the man pinned his free arm down onto the side of the chair.

“No! Please leave him alone,” Maeve said.

Still holding the symbiote, the xtid shuffled over until he stood behind Hauk’s exposed back. “Do not despair, young lass. We have another pod for you too. This is simply the best way. Once you both get your symbiotic links, all of your sadness will go away, I can assure you both.”

Hauk closed his eyes. “Kill me! Kill me! Kill me!”

As the xtid began to place the symbiote onto Hauk’s back, Maeve yelled out in both anger and frustration. The juvenile creature in the Arbiter’s hands uttered a shrill squeak of danger before curling into a tight ball.

The Arbiter held the unresponsive symbiote closer to his face for a better look. “What just happened?”

Kyubok knelt down on the floor before falling sideways, and began convulsing. The tall, hulking man holding down the boy’s arm suddenly let go and backed away, his face staring blankly at the ceiling.

The Arbiter leaned over the chair, trying to catch the taller man’s attention. “Vorsted, what are you doing?”

Hauk sensed his chance. With his right arm free, he twisted back and reached over, grabbing at a weapon holstered along the Arbiter’s trunk-like torso. The xtid reacted by using one of his free arms to try and slap the boy’s hand away, but he underestimated Hauk’s quickness. The boy was able to snatch the weapon and aimed it at the surprised Arbiter.

The weapon resembled a sort of pistol, with a knob-like handgrip and protruding barrel. Like all Concordance equipment, it had a melted metal look. Hauk felt the button trigger along the back of the knob the moment he grabbed hold, and managed to fire it just as the Arbiter was about to strike him with one of his arms.

A series of small flechettes fired out of the pistol barrel at subsonic velocity and struck the Arbiter just below his set of four arms. The xtid made a series of disturbing clicks as he instinctively backed away, hoping to get behind a table for cover. The tall man began screaming as he ran up to the Arbiter, and tried to tackle him to the floor. In less than a second, they both ended up struggling on the ground.

Hauk leaned over to the other side and pressed one finger on the release button of the other arm restraint and got both limbs free. As he sat up and began to disengage the leg restraints, the boy suddenly noticed the symbiote that had been dropped on the floor. The creature had uncurled and its tentacles had stopped moving. It looked dead.

Despite his wounds, the Arbiter managed to get three hands around Vorsted’s head and squeezed, crushing his skull. The symbiote that had been attached to the dying man’s spine ripped through the back of the uniform and flopped onto the floor before it began to twitch about, shrieking in agony.

Hauk dashed over to where Maeve was being held down, moving past Kyubok, who remained lying on the floor with his eyes open and blood dripping from his mouth. Kyubok’s own symbiote lay still on its back a meter away, the rotten smell of death emanating from it.

The Arbiter managed to stand up and got hit a second time by his own stolen needler pistol. Screeching with rage, the alien tried to make it to the exit, only to be shot again in the lower back. The Arbiter turned and charged, his four arms spread out wide, the wiry tendrils ready to smash the boy into a pulp once he got close enough.

Hauk kept firing and soon heard a loud click, just as the Arbiter got to within melee range. The boy tried to roll sideways but the taller xtid fell on top of him. Hauk feared he was about to be crushed by the more powerful alien until he realized the Arbiter had stopped moving.

Maeve couldn’t catch her breath. The whole thing had unfolded in a blur of vicious action, and she could hardly keep up. “Duncan, you okay?”

Hauk grunted positively as he pulled himself away from the Arbiter’s crimson-colored corpse. “I emptied the entire magazine into him. He sure could take a lot of damage.”

Maeve sobbed as the boy began freeing her. “Oh my antecessors. I thought … I thought you w-were gone for sure.”

Hauk gave her an affirming hug right after he disengaged her leg restraints. “Thanks. You saved my life.”

Maeve looked around while getting to her feet. She couldn’t find the words anymore. Too many things had happened all at once, and her head hurt.

Hauk knelt beside the Arbiter and took out an additional magazine that had been attached along the xtid’s belt. It took him only a few seconds to figure out how to reload the weapon. The AI neural implant at the back of his ear hadn’t been removed, and he was able to access an offline reference point on Concordance small arms. “Come on, we gotta go.”

Maeve stumbled forward as the boy took her by the elbow. “I … I did this?”

“It’s gotta be the power you got,” Hauk said as they made their way towards the exit. “Lieutenant Strand told me you can somehow kill those parasites with it.”

Maeve was still in disbelief. “I-I don’t know how to work it.”

There was a sort of button by the door. Hauk opened the exit and peered out. “Well, it seems to happen when you get mad. Come on.”

The corridor had the same strange, smooth architecture as the room did. It was like moving within the bowels of some gigantic beast. There was a fine mist along the floors of the passageway, and the bleach-like smell of chlorine had somewhat lessened, easing the constant irritation of their lungs and throats.

Hauk stealthily led the way, using the shadowy alcoves along the corridors to dash from one hiding place to another. Maeve would follow quickly the moment the boy signaled it was clear.

Maeve crouched down beside Hauk as they saw a junction up ahead. The girl leaned close to whisper in his ear. “Do you know where we’re going?”

“I’m getting a faint signal from my implant since there’s a tracking beacon on the hard suits we wore,” Hauk said softly. “I think it must be pretty close—”

The boy’s words were interrupted by a series of screams coming from somewhere close by, followed by the sounds of fighting.

Maeve’s gut reaction was to grab hold of the boy’s shoulders. “What was that?”

“I don’t know; maybe the lieutenant is trying to rescue us or something,” Hauk said.

Right after he said those words, a dazed bio-warrior staggered out into the far end of the corridor. The Concordance soldier’s spiked armor had been shattered, and greenish liquid seeped from numerous breaches. The bio-warrior turned sideways when a gaunt human male suddenly came out of the shadows and flung himself at the wounded soldier, using a handheld plasma cutting tool to stab at him repeatedly until the bio-warrior fell to the ground. The man turned and began running down another corridor before disappearing from their sight.

Maeve’s mind remained in a cloud of confusion. She couldn’t think straight. “What … just happened?”

Hauk looked into her eyes. “I think it was caused by you. The power you have, it looks like it affected this whole installation or something.”

They both instantly crouched back down as the sound of weapons fire boomed along the passageway. Holding onto her forearm, Hauk kept her low until the sounds of death and dying faded into the background once more.

The boy stared ahead while scanning past the northern corridor. “Looks like it’s clear. I can sense the suit’s transponders somewhere over by that area.” Moving forward, he continued to hold her arm. “Let’s go.”

He led her down the corridor before reaching a turn. Glancing from the shadows, Hauk figured it was clear, and they proceeded down the second passageway. Along the middle part of the tunnel they came upon what looked like an embedded door.

Running his left hand along the sides of the closed entryway, Hauk was unable to find the switch to open it. “Can you feel the button anywhere?”

Maeve started sliding her hands along the opposite side of the doorsill. “It’s all smooth over here; what’s it supposed to feel like?”

“Like a protruding button, I guess,” Hauk said while trying to feel for it.

“It’s in the middle of the door,” a voice behind them said.

Turning around, Hauk bought the needler pistol to eye-level, hoping he had enough time for a snapshot before he got attacked. When he saw who it was, he hesitated. Maeve gasped in surprise.

The slave woman who had been watching them while they were unconscious in the interrogation room stood just across from them, on the opposite side of the corridor. Her eyes were no longer blank, and she gave them a gap-toothed smile. She pointed to the center of the door. “The button is there.”

Maeve turned her attention back towards the entryway and pushed the central bulge on its front. The door instantly slid sideways into the wall, revealing what looked to be an outer airlock. Heaped in a pile at the far end of the room were the hard suits they had previously worn.

“They’re still functional,” the slave woman said. “I was one of those tasked with stripping them from you.”

Hauk pointed the needler towards the floor. “The parasite on your back?”

“Is gone,” the woman said softly. “Whatever you did, I want to thank you. Every slave in this research station is free now, and we’ll fight for our freedom. You both need to go. Hurry before the reinforcements from the orbital station arrive.”

“What about you? You should come with us,” Maeve said.

The woman shook her head. “No. My husband died a long time ago, along with my children. I’m staying here to take out as many of the parasites as I can. I’ll seal the door behind you, so get going.”

“May the antecessors watch over you,” Maeve said.

 

They had made it out of the airlock and were moving briskly towards the dig site. Hauk suggested they try to commandeer a vehicle and get out of the area, but Maeve had insisted they head back towards the artifact’s location.

Hauk checked his hard suit’s com-link system. He tried sending a coded extraction signal up into orbit, but there was no reply or acknowledgement. “I can’t get a signal from the Eon Shrike. I think she probably left orbit already.”

Maeve continued moving just ahead of him. “It’s okay.”

Hauk caught up with her. “What do you mean it’s okay?”

“I can sense something,” Maeve said. “Trust me.”

Hauk scanned ahead, but the thick blanket of fog and the outlying boulders made everything uncertain. “Didn’t you hear? Both sides are bringing in more teams to this area. This whole place will be swarming with soldiers and bots.”

Maeve moved past a menhir-like slab of rock. “I know.”

“Then what are we going back here for? To get captured again?”

Maeve shook her head in silence. She could see the distant outline of a blast wall up ahead.

“What then?”

Her voice became a soft whisper. “It’s … calling out to me.”

“What is?” Hauk asked before his own thoughts doubled up on him. “The artifact?”

“Yes,” Maeve said.

Hauk checked the sensors on his helmet. “I’m not getting any com-link readings other than increased Union traffic. How’s it communicating with you?”

“It just seems to be in my head somehow,” Maeve said. “It … sort of feels like a far-off song, hidden in a breeze.”

“I’m not hearing anything,” Hauk said.

“I think only I can hear it.”

Hauk grabbed her by the elbow and both of them crouched low behind a pile of rocks. “Hold on, I’m detecting increased activity ahead.”

In the murky distance, a warbot could be seen just hovering near one of the blast walls, its underside attached to a pair of very powerful lift fans, churning the opaque mist around it while floating from side to side, checking the perimeter. There were also men in hard suits milling about, cradling various rifles.

“Unless you have some sort of secret weapon, I don’t think we’ll be able to sneak past them,” Hauk said.

“The voice, it’s telling me to keep going,” Maeve said.

Hauk sighed. “If they don’t fire at us then they’ll detain us for sure. Is that what you want?”

Maeve stood up. “We have to keep going.”

Hauk tried to grab hold of her again, but she moved past their cover and began making her way forward. “What are you doing? Come back!”

She kept on walking. Unwilling to leave Maeve’s side, Hauk threw away the needler before catching up with her. They had just made it to a small clearing ahead of the blast walls when the warbot turned in their direction and sounded an alert.

Hauk heard an audio message on general frequency. “You there, hold it!”

Maeve stopped walking when she got to within twenty meters of the blast wall. The warbot ran its targeting lasers all over her body, scanning for weapons and locking her aspect into its sensors.

Hauk also stood still the moment he came up beside her. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Three figures in hard suits approached while the warbot continued to train its weapons on the two kids from a distance. Hauk really didn’t want to be taken prisoner a second time, and his knees continued to twitch, hoping he wouldn’t have to make a run for it again.

The lead person wore a much bulkier and humpbacked hard suit. Hauk could plainly see it was in fact a riwwr walking upright, for its back-canted legs ended in smaller sized boots due to its characteristic gait. Both the riwwr and the two humans walking beside it had their laser rifles pointed at them, ready to fire at the slightest provocation.

“Identify yourselves,” the riwwr said. “You were spotted coming down from the Concordance station, but you are not wearing their regulation suits, nor are you equipped with the proper transponder signals to be down here. Speak up.”

Hauk looked over at Maeve, but the teenage girl just stood there.

They heard a low growl coming from the riwwr’s audio link. “I can kill you both right where you stand. I know you can both hear me. Identify yourselves, now!”

One of the men beside the riwwr tapped the side of his helmet. “Lieutenant, I’ve cross-referenced them with the consortium. I think they’re part of that prospecting team we’re looking for.”

The riwwr lieutenant eased up a little, but continued to remain confrontational. “Is this true? What were you two doing in this part of the dig site?”

Hauk was tempted to speak, but he sensed that Maeve would be the one to take action. He continued his silence.

The riwwr noticed the boy continued to look at the slightly taller youngling. One of his stubby gloved hands shot forward and grabbed hold of Maeve’s left forearm. “Since both of you refuse to answer, we’re taking you both into custody. Do not attempt to resist.”

A sudden ear-piercing wail erupted in their audio speakers, making Hauk cringe as he placed his hands at the sides of his helmet, even though it wouldn’t matter. Two of the men turned, weapons at the ready, while the riwwr let go of Maeve’s arm before backing away.

Without warning, the deafening screech stopped.

One of the men pointed his rifle at Maeve. “Did it come from her?”

The riwwr’s head tilted sideways. “Our men standing beside the artifact just reported it’s starting to glow.” He turned his attention back to Maeve. “Are you doing this?”

Maeve continued her silence.

The riwwr held his stubby left hand up in the air, gesturing for the warbot to approach. “We’re taking you in.”

Maeve shook her head. “No, you won’t.”

A sudden flash of light erupted from behind the warbot as it approached the group. Hauk had seen this before, when the forked lightning bolt somehow disabled the security robot that killed Dhara. Now it happened again as a bolt of energy struck the warbot’s rear, sending the machine crashing down a few meters away from the shocked group.

The riwwr pointed his laser rifle at Maeve and roared. “What are you?”

Once again, the shrill dissonance erupted in their heads, only this time it was loud enough to stun them. For some reason neither Maeve nor Hauk was affected by it. The two men and the riwwr lieutenant were doubled up on the ground, twitching in agony from a debilitating noise they could not cancel out.

Hauk grabbed one of the rifles lying on the ground beside the incapacitated men and threw the others out into the mist before he started trailing Maeve. “Now what?”

“Follow me,” Maeve said.

They both made it past the blast wall and began moving ever closer towards the glow in the near distance. Hauk could hardly believe his eyes. The artifact’s radiance had somehow gotten stronger, and there were several other downed warbots and stunned humans lying nearby as they moved in closer to the relic.

By the time they got to within ten meters, Hauk’s visor had automatically adjusted to maximum opacity in order to prevent blindness. He walked slowly, just a few paces behind her, as the intense light made it seem like a solid mass of energy was all around him, slowing down his movements as if he were wading in chest-deep water.

When they stood just a few meters in front of the glowing artifact, Hauk felt the ground shifting beneath his feet. “Earthquake! Look out!”

Maeve’s voice seemed almost angelic. “Duncan, it’s time to let yourself go.”

Hauk cringed as he held up his left arm to shield his visor. It seemed like the artifact was erupting out of the ground. “What do you mean?”

Maeve spread her arms out wide. “There, it’s now open.”

Hauk’s visual sensors were on overload as the artifact somehow pushed itself above the ground, revealing its once hidden base. The boy drew in a deep breath as part of the relic began to open. When he finally saw the inside of it, he couldn’t help but cry out in astonishment.


28 Betrayer

Pushing off from a nearby wall using her hind legs, Commander Creull drifted across the length of the Nepenthe’s inner maintenance deck. She’d been living inside the ship for almost a decade now, and the carbon composite walls and the stale manufactured air still made her uneasy. It was never going to be like home.

Maybe it’s just in my blood to hate being inside all this, she thought while making her way along another wide corridor. Her cat-like ancestors roamed a vast landscape of grassy savannahs and hilly jungles before they managed to unite and reach for the stars. The riwwr had steadily become the dominant species of their homeworld, and in so doing nearly destroyed themselves in the distant past.

Centuries ago, the riwwr population had spiked, and their prey animals were on the verge of extinction due to overconsumption. The largest of the clans ultimately managed to work together, and harnessed a technological breakthrough, learning how to control and breed their food instead of just hunting whenever they felt like it. A steady food supply eventually allowed some of them to specialize in other things, and soon an interstellar empire was born.

Yet even in a time of profound scientific advancement and expansion, riwwr society experienced a lot of turmoil. Despite their unity against the other races they met while exploring the stars, the intricate web of clan loyalties was in constant flux, as the larger packs attempted to absorb the weaker ones to gain an advantage over their rivals for control of the riwwr-administered worlds.

Creull was the last of the Bonecrushers, a proud clan once numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Duels were common amongst the riwwr, with any imagined or real insult as an immediate trigger for a fight to the death. The Bonecrushers were one of the fiercest, their males being expert duelists, and the clan would have reigned supreme, until an alliance was formed by their bitterest enemies and almost every one of their members was killed off in ambushes and fixed bouts. The bitter end came when the final Bonecrusher enclave was attacked, and countless younglings were slain along with the last of the defenders.

Pushing the painful memories into the back of her mind, Creull concentrated on the task ahead as she opened a hatch and pulled herself into the next tunnel. One day, I shall return to the homeworld to avenge the deaths of my mate, my children, and my clan. One day.

She found Zeno floating near one of the nanite memory nodes, just behind the main bulkhead leading towards the manufacturing deck. The synthetic man didn’t seem to notice her, his unblinking eyes staring off into the void, as if deep in unimagined thought.

Creull’s yellowish eyes were like slits as she grabbed a nearby handhold. “Zeno, are you alright?”

The synthetic man didn’t react right away. For a few seconds his body twitched, as if jolted by an electrical spasm, before he suddenly twisted his neck and addressed her. “Yes, Commander. What can I do for you?”

“We’ve all been looking for you for quite some time,” Creull said. “I even asked Sappho where you were, and she couldn’t say. This is all highly irregular.”

Zeno’s artificial left eyebrow arched upwards. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been acting … strangely since your return from the Kolob operation,” Creull said. “I’ve known you for a long time, yet you’ve started to exhibit some … quirks lately.”

Zeno tilted his head sideways. “Quirks? I ran a full self-diagnostic via Sappho the moment I returned. She didn’t report anything out of the ordinary. What kind of quirks have you observed in me?”

“Little things,” Creull said. “In the past, whenever I or anyone else spoke to you, you would reply immediately. Now you seem to pause a lot before you interact. It seems like you have slowed down a bit.”

Zeno rubbed his chin. “Oh? I was not aware of such an issue. I do a daily internal system check and my core processing unit works fine.”

“Another thing,” Creull said. “You seem to go off by yourself a lot, and you’ve developed a habit of hiding out in the more remote areas of this ship. It seems as if you don’t want to be found these days.”

“I just wanted to check around some places I don’t normally venture into,” Zeno said. “Nothing wrong with it, is there?”

“Why would you need to do that? You can plug in and interface with Sappho anywhere; there’s no need to play hide and seek down here,” Creull said.

“I’m not hiding,” Zeno said. “You could have just contacted me via com-link or through Sappho.”

Creull let out a low growl. “That’s another thing. Like I said, I asked Sappho to contact you and she was unable to do so.”

Zeno frowned. “My, that is peculiar.” He looked up. “Sappho, how come you weren’t able to call me?”

The voice of the ship’s AI resonated over the audio speakers embedded along the corridor. “Hello, Zeno. I don’t know. I checked all my security sensors and I was unable to notice you. I only managed to reacquire your signal after Commander Creull found you.”

Zeno disengaged his hand from the interface hub. “Now that is very strange. I have been plugged in for the past few hours on this node, and yet you couldn’t detect my presence either?”

“No, Zeno,” Sappho said. “I never detected your signal until just now.”

“Did you run a diagnostic on your sensors?”

“I just did,” Sappho said. “System reports everything is functioning properly.”

“We’ll have to do a full top-down diagnostic run on your entire operating system the next available chance,” Zeno said to her before glancing back over to Creull. “What do you need me for, Commander?”

“Like I said, we’ve been looking for you. Lieutenant Strand’s debriefing is over, and we’re all needed for a conference in the low-gravity meeting room,” Creull said.

“Very well,” Zeno said. “Let us proceed over there together.”

 

Creull and Zeno made their way into the meeting room a few minutes later. Chief Engineer Viniimn of the 23rd Percentile had attached his cyber-harness to the side of the far wall while his stubby tail wrapped itself along one of the handholds. Captain Lucien Dangard leaned on the side closest to the doorway, near the shadows. Lieutenant Garrett Strand was seated on the chair in the middle of the room.

Creull was the last to come inside, and she made another growl before sealing the hatch behind her. “Apologies for being late, but we might have an issue with Sappho.”

Viniimn shifted his snout towards her. “What’s the problem?”

“She seems to have gotten some glitches,” Creull said. “Zeno was plugged into one of her remote nodes, yet she didn’t detect him until I got there.”

“We can do a system-wide scrub-down soon,” Viniimn said. “It’ll be tricky, since we’ll need to link up with a separate AI to make sure we clean the entire memory and processing core, then restart her from scratch.”

Creull looked towards Strand. “Your friend Xander has his own shipboard AI, does he not?”

“He does,” Strand said, “but he’s probably halfway around the other side of the galaxy by now. He just got paid, remember?”

Captain Dangard licked his lips. “Is it a major problem that needs to be fixed right away?”

“No,” Zeno said. “Our combat operations will hardly be affected. We can do it later rather than sooner.”

“I hope you’re right,” Creull said. “In the meantime, we called this meeting to discuss our options after what happened on Horizon.”

“We need to go back,” Strand said. “I know I can rescue them.”

“We’ve lost people before, Garrett,” Viniimn said. “Going back to Horizon after everything blew up will be very risky. I heard over the com-link that the whole system is in complete lockdown.”

Strand grimaced. “I don’t care! As long as they’re not dead, we go back for them. Every spacer onboard this ship will stop respecting us if we don’t.”

Viniimn kept quiet. The lieutenant was right. It was an unwritten rule that crewmembers look out for each other, even to the point of risking their lives to bring back one of their own, regardless of the odds.

Zeno had plugged his right hand into the room’s interface port once more. “One moment, I have received updates from an encrypted code via courier signal—the same one we issued to all the strike team members on Horizon. Duncan Hauk and Maeve Lindros are alive, and have gotten out of the system.”

Creull roared. “This is great news! Have you confirmed the authentication code?”

“Yes,” Zeno said. “It was only issued to the strike team members just before the operation, so no one outside of this ship would know how to trigger it.”

“You sure the code wasn’t taken from the children and made to look like they sent it voluntarily to lure us into a trap?” Captain Dangard asked.

“There is that possibility,” Zeno said. “But Hauk’s message specified the Mystic Mountain part of the Carina Nebula Region. If he was made to confess he would have volunteered to rendezvous at the Vela Molecular Ridge system instead.”

“We need to get going then, it doesn’t matter if it’s a trap or not,” Strand said. “Give them the benefit of the doubt.”

“Hold on,” Creull said. “Do you honestly believe the two younglings could have commandeered a ship by themselves and escaped a lockdown by both the Union and the Concordance? It sounds too good to be true.”

“According to snippets of information from the mining consortium’s com-link network, one other vessel made it out of the blockade after the Eon Shrike did,” Zeno said.

“That kid Duncan is pretty sharp,” Strand said. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

Captain Dangard rubbed the long scar along his cheek. “What type of vessel escaped the blockade?”

“Unknown,” Zeno said. “Some eyewitness reports state she looked like a small ball of light.”

Strand scowled. “Huh?”

“What’s the status of Horizon now?” Viniimn asked.

“Two very large fleets from both the Union and the Concordance were dispatched to the system, and they’re staring down at each other over there,” Zeno said. “Both sides have accused one another of breaking the bilateral agreements. Everyone on the planet has been detained. No word on what’s happening at the artifact site.”

“So no activity at the rendezvous site? I say we go and pick up the kids while the two big bastards keep jawing at each other,” Strand said.

“I don’t like it,” Creull said. “My senses say it’s a trap. I vote we let this go.”

“I agree with the commander,” Viniimn said. “Too risky.”

“Well, I’m going over to the damned nebula to get my surviving teammates back with or without any of you,” Strand said.

The captain held up his hand. “We do this the traditional way. We brief the crew and call for a general vote. Simple majority wins.”

 

Puteri Sin couldn’t help but smile to herself as she made her way through the access hatch and into the maintenance corridor at the bottom end of the habitat deck. They were going to rescue Duncan and Maeve! She heard the captain’s briefing over the ship’s com-link network and listened intently to Strand’s impassioned speech, all the while ignoring Creull’s succeeding doubts and protests. She didn’t hesitate to input a yes on her console, and every spacer did the same when the time to vote was announced. The spacers might be on the lowest rung when it came to the ladder of command, but they held a dominant power of their own within the Nepenthe’s peculiar democracy.

She went over the holographic readings on her wrist smartcom a second time just to make sure all the information was correct. Puteri had never debated a true AI before, and she wanted to make sure all the data she gathered was factual.

The gravity at the lower end of the extended habitat wheel was light, and she bounced forward with springing steps. She had been looking for Zeno, since the synthetic was proving to be elusive, and Sappho’s glitches was particularly troublesome in trying to locate any member of the crew. Viniimn wanted to do a clean security wipe-down on all systems before they got to the rendezvous point as a precaution, but the spacers outvoted him on that too, compelling the Nepenthe to head directly towards the nebula rendezvous first.

She had guessed he would be at one of the interface nodes, and time had proved her right. Puteri found the synthetic man standing inside one of the access corridors leading towards Sappho’s main core systems.

“Zeno, I wanted to bring this report over to you,” Puteri said. “I tried to access your com-link, but there wasn’t any response.”

The synthetic turned his head in her direction. “I’m running tests on Sappho’s systems to try and locate the cause of the glitches, and turned off com-link access to this section. What is it?”

Puteri bit her lip. “Well, I know I wasn’t supposed to do this since everybody else is prepping up to make sure the ship is ready for the jump, but something’s bothering me.”

Zeno disengaged his fingers from the interface and stared at her. “You need to explain.”

“Well, the relayed message we got from Duncan and Maeve telling us to meet them at the rendezvous,” Puteri said. “I think it got altered somehow.”

“Are you saying it’s not authentic?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure what it is. I ran a partial analysis on it and even though it’s the right code, I don’t think Duncan sent it.”

Zeno narrowed his eyes. “What makes you say that?”

“Just a hunch,” Puteri said. “Everything about it looks fine, but knowing Duncan … I don’t think he would have sent it this way.”

“Hauk was a recent recruit,” Zeno said. “What makes you think you know him that well already?”

Puteri shrugged. “Yeah, I know he’s new and all, but I got to know him pretty good. Whenever he had a question that Sappho couldn’t answer, he always came to me.”

“Alright,” Zeno said. “Tell me why you think the message could have been faked.”

Puteri held up her left forearm and activated a holographic display with her smartcom. “Right here it gives out the message authentication, followed by the coordinates on the star charts. Duncan had a habit of getting a star’s ascension and declination mixed up—I had to correct him every time—and also his calculations would be a little off; he’s not very good in astro-mathematics.”

“But the message did give us the rendezvous point, right?”

“It did,” Puteri said, “but unlike Duncan’s bad habit, the message got the coordinates aligned perfectly.”

“Perhaps he learned from his mistakes or got the coordinates from the star charts of whatever ship he was able to commandeer,” Zeno said. “I don’t see any particular worry about this.”

“Yeah, the code is what authenticates it, since only the strike team and Sappho knew the right combination,” Puteri said. “Yet something’s just not right.”

Zeno tilted his head up. “I wish I had this organic sentient trait of instincts or gut feelings. It seems I will always fail to understand such things and how they equate to decision making.”

“I know it’s a hunch, but I’ve a suspicion it’s part of a plan made by somebody else,” Puteri said. “Since the code is authentic, I started thinking about it in a different sense.”

“And what is your conclusion?”

“It had to be someone with access to Sappho’s classified codes,” Puteri said. “I didn’t trust Dr. Hayer since she tried to kill Maeve before, so I figured she must have sent the code since she was part of the strike team on Horizon.”

Zeno placed his hands on his hips. “But you aren’t convinced?”

“Not since I read Lieutenant Strand’s debriefing,” Puteri said. “If Dhara is dead, then it couldn’t have been her. The only other possibility is…”

“Is what?”

Puteri shrugged. All she had was pure speculation, without a shred of proof. “Well, it’s a long shot, but maybe someone on this ship wrote the message and sent it on a roundabout relay until it got back to us.”

Zeno said nothing as he merely continued to stare intently into her eyes.

Puteri’s eyebrows shot up. No, it couldn’t be. Sappho’s malfunctions and the possible reasons for it exploded like a supernova inside her brain. A hidden virus … with true AI capabilities infecting the entire ship, it had to be! “We need to tell Viniimn about—”

Zeno covered the short distance between them in less than two seconds. The synthetic man’s right hand clamped down on her neck.

Puteri tried to struggle, using all her strength to pry away his hand from choking her, but it wasn’t enough. The pain in her throat made it hard to breathe, and she was starting to black out. “Wait … stop.”

Zeno continued his relentless constraint. Puteri was now on her knees, the strength in her arms fading away. A few more seconds and she would be dead.

Just as the synthetic was about to finish his deed, his head got knocked sideways when Benno Holmes struck him from behind with the butt of his plasma welder.

“Leave her alone,” Benno said. He had been doing some manual maintenance work on a nearby section since the network glitches had affected the automated repair system. The youth heard snippets of their conversation, and he watched in surprise when Zeno attacked her. He was part of the crew now, and he would fight anyone who got in between them.

The blow to his head temporarily distracted the synthetic, and Zeno withdrew his hand from Puteri’s throat. He turned around to face his adversary while Benno activated the plasma welder and thrust it against his abdomen. The synthetic was faster, and he shifted sideways while grabbing Benno’s lead forearm, twisting it with inhuman force and breaking the youth’s wrist.

Benno cried out as Zeno closed in and slapped the burning torch from his grasp. The youth had time to turn his head, and yelled out at the still-dazed Puteri as she lay on the floor nearby. “Run!”

Zeno grabbed the youth’s thick chin and twisted it, breaking his neck. Benno tipped over towards the ground in slow motion due to the light gravity, and began to convulse before finally becoming still. Zeno bent over and deactivated the torch as he died.

Puteri could hardly breathe as she got to her knees and began crawling away. She let out a soft moan when Zeno got hold of her long hair and pulled it back so hard it fractured her neck bone. He finished it by choking off her airway, waiting for a few minutes until she finally stopped moving.


29 Ambush at Mystic Mountain

A complex expanse with bright and dark masses of ionized gas and dust, the Carina Region was one of the largest nebula clusters in the entire galaxy. Starships operating within its domain would have reduced sensor detection due to the interference, and their magnetic plasma radiators would tend to dissipate if they ventured into the thicker nebulosity concentrations, completely hampering any journey to and from the nearby star systems.

The Nepenthe headed towards the Mystic Mountain Region using two-gee acceleration. The pirate ship had jumped in several hours before from one of the outlying shadow zones, and was making her way towards the rendezvous point. The area was so named because the thick formations of ionized dust and gas resembled the tall pillars of mountain peaks when first seen from Earth. Measuring three light-years in height, the Mystic Mountains contained distinct nebulosity patches of nascent stars firing off jets of gas that interacted with the surrounding clouds, making it a good hiding place for ships.

Inside the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, newly promoted Spacer Sergeant Oana Florescu sat on the pilot’s chair while checking the sensor readouts in front of her. “Still nothing on sensors or com-links, Captain.”

Captain Lucien Dangard continued to slouch on the high-backed command chair in the center of the armored bridge. “How long until we begin to skirt the base of the mountain?”

“Another two hours at present acceleration, sir,” Oana said.

“I wouldn’t fret too much about it,” Dangard said. “This whole region messes up everyone’s sensors. We won’t detect another ship until we get close.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This your first time piloting the ship, Sergeant?”

“It is, sir,” Oana said. “I’ve been waiting for this opportunity ever since I got recruited.”

Dangard gave a short chuckle. “Well, don’t get too overeager. It’s mostly boring.”

Commander Creull sat near the side of the room and let out a low growl while fiddling with her console.

Dangard turned in her direction. “Problem, Commander?”

“Several crewmembers were supposed to check in already,” Creull said. “But with Sappho constantly having to reset her systems, I can’t get an accurate personnel count.”

Dangard turned his head again, this time looking up at the synthetic embedded in the other side of the battlesphere. “Zeno, what’s the status on Sappho?”

“She’s still having problems with the com-links; it’s affecting her entire network,” Zeno said. “I’m currently linked up to help isolate her essential functions, but it looks like it might be a virus of some kind.”

Dangard frowned. “A virus? Doesn’t Sappho have anti-virus suites to handle such an occurrence?”

“She does,” Zeno said. “Yet this virus is somehow elusive. So far she’s unable to detect where it is and can only react when a particular system gets infected.”

Dangard frowned. “This will not do. You need to find this thing and eradicate it.”

“It might help if I go over to Sappho’s core node and interface with her from there,” Zeno said. “I’m getting some interference even at the command link over here.”

“Go,” Dangard said. “Get this done right away.”

As Zeno detached himself from the wall and floated towards the inner airlock, Creull waited until the synthetic closed the hatch behind him before she started talking. “Captain, I suspect something is very wrong with him.”

Dangard gave her an incredulous look. “Who? Zeno?”

“Yes,” Creull said. “He’s been acting strangely. Puteri was working on something and now I haven’t been able to contact her for the past few hours since we made the jump into this area.”

“Puteri Sin, our intel analyst? What was she working on?”

“She mentioned something to me about having some suspicions about the message we got from Duncan Hauk to meet them here,” Creull said. “I told her she only had an hour to work on it and give me the results, but she failed to report in. I’ve tried her by com-link, but due to our problems with Sappho I’m unable to locate her.”

Dangard rubbed his grizzled chin. “I can handle things over here. Go find her.”

 

While the bridge of the USNS cruiser Wyvern didn’t have the internal gyros and shock absorbers of the enemy pirate ship, her command and control room was as deeply embedded within the center of the vessel as her enemy counterpart’s. Unlike the Nepenthe, the crew manning the Wyvern’s bridge was fully staffed, and they had no problems with their shipboard AI.

The com officer tilted her head back. “Commander, remote sensor drone sixty-six reports faint contact at extreme range. I’m forwarding the last and expected coordinates to your console, sir.”

Fleet Commander Duc “Duke” Tran nodded. “Has the enemy reacted in any way?”

“No, sir, we’re running relay pings timed to the discharge of gas from the nearby star,” the com officer said. “We’ll be able to get our messages through to the rest of the fleet, but there will be a delay.”

“That’s okay,” Tran said. “If they haven’t detected us yet then we still have the element of surprise.” He inputted a new course using his console. “Contact the other cruisers and order them to proceed towards these respective coordinates upon my command. They are not to open fire or engage their drives until I give the signal.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tran turned towards his weapons officer. “Can we open up with the lancers first at those coordinates?”

The weapons officer checked the readings on his console. “Yes, sir. We can deploy about a quarter of the missiles because the other remote drone launchers are too far away, but this ought to be more than enough.”

Tran leaned back on his chair, a look of supreme confidence etched on his face. The intel was excellent, and he had those filthy pirates right where he wanted them to be. “Good, this will be a historic day. We’re about to do what no other Union or Concordance task force has ever done. We will defeat the Nepenthe. Sound the alert and go to battle stations.”

 

For the sixth time in less than twenty-four hours, Creull stopped by Puteri Sin’s tiny quarters before proceeding back towards the Nepenthe’s security module. She had expected the young intel analyst to show up in her usual haunts, but it seemed Puteri was missing.

Creull emitted a low, frustrated growl while heading down another corridor on her way towards the engineering deck. I’ve been through these places several times already and I still can’t find her. Where could she be?

A gnawing suspicion began to manifest in her mind, overriding her primal instincts. If Puteri had been working on the received message, then who would she ask about it?

The ship’s executive officer turned and made a beeline towards the AI network module in the null gravity section of the Nepenthe. Creull opened the hatch and floated inside. Chief Engineer Viniimn was there, using his cyber-harness to plug into Sappho’s interface node.

“What’s the status?” Creull asked.

“No viral infection in life support, main power, cooling, and weapons, so I’ve managed to isolate those sections,” Viniimn said. “The main problem seems to be in com-link and sensors. I’m trying to repair the latter first, but it’s proving to be troublesome. I think a few more hours of work at least.”

Creull narrowed her eyes while her tentacle whiskers began to curl up. “How do you think Sappho could have gotten infected like this?”

“Hard to tell since it looks like the virus embedded itself in various components first before it activated,” Viniimn said. “This could have been timed to explode years ago or just recently. We’ve no way of knowing at this point since we can’t even detect it until it starts screwing with Sappho’s systems. Even Zeno is stumped, and he normally figures this stuff out right away.”

“I’m beginning to suspect Zeno might have something to do with it,” Creull said.

Viniimn turned towards her and flicked out his tongue. “Zeno? But why? He doesn’t even joke around.”

“I don’t know,” Creull said. “But he began exhibiting strange behavior after the mission to Azusa Station.”

Viniimn thought about it for a minute. “You could be right. He did interface directly with the Institute’s database on that station. But Zeno has his own internal anti-viral systems; he surely would have dealt with it the moment it tried to infect him.”

“Unless it’s something he failed to detect too,” Creull said. “Perhaps the virus was waiting for him and entered his system while he downloaded the files, then spread over to Sappho when he got back here.”

“I’ve known no virus which could possibly do that,” Viniimn said. “These types of malware are simple executables that replicate themselves and are pre-programmed to damage systems and databases, that’s all. Not unless … no, it can’t be.”

“What can’t be?”

“I did an AI engineering thesis on the Singularity Wars back during my educational days on my homeworld,” Viniimn said. “One particular record told of true AIs that were neither synthetics nor were they classified as networks.”

“A third type of sentient AI?”

Viniimn nodded. “Yes, a true AI in the form of a virus. It exhibits the characteristics of a typical malware, but it gains intelligence as it infects more networks. This sentient being can even take control of other AIs.”

Creull bared her teeth, a sign of both anger and surprise. “But that’s illegal! Every true AI has signed and abided by the treaties set forth after the war.”

“It’s the only explanation that makes sense,” Viniimn said.

“Then it would mean Zeno is also—”

Creull’s words were cut off when the alarms blared across the inside of the ship.

 

Inside the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, Oana clenched her jaw while opening up the ship’s throttle. “Accelerating to three-gees.”

Captain Dangard adjusted the gravity restraints on his command chair to make sure they were tight. “Can you track the number of incoming lancers?”

It was by sheer luck Oana had spotted a cluster of faint flashes of heat while glancing at the live star charts on her console. She immediately concluded they were missile thrusters, and were headed directly for them. “With Sappho’s main sensors still out, I can wing it by doing some quick calculations. So far it looks like close to nine hundred lancer missiles were just fired at us from multiple directions. I can’t tell the exact trajectories until they get close.”

Dangard remained cool and aloof, despite the tense situation. “Is there any way we could lose them in the nebula?”

“If we go full acceleration into the Mystic Mountains, they could lose track of us before the warheads are fired, but the thick gas and dust clouds will render our radiators inoperative,” Oana said. “We’ll have to shut down the fusion drive before we overheat. Our internal heatsinks won’t be able to handle the load for very long.”

“Define ‘very long.’”

Oana punched in some numbers on her console. “A few minutes at our current acceleration, and that’s it. If we keep going afterwards the interior of this ship will get hot enough to fry us all into dust.”

“We’re damned either way,” Dangard said. “We can’t evade that many missiles, and once they fire their warheads we’ll be screwed. Turn us in towards the thickest of the gas clouds and keep going until our radiators cut off, then start a shutdown sequence—but turn your heading to these coordinates first.” He forwarded a set of directions to her.

“Yes, Captain.”

 

Back on the bridge of the Wyvern, Tran leaned forward and frowned. “They’re crazy! Going into the Mystic Mountains like that!”

“Sir, our lancers don’t have the target in their sights anymore,” the weapons officer said. “The enemy is using a lot of decoys to screw up our sensor readings.”

Tran snorted. “Have them fire at the most probable locations then!”

“Yes, sir.”

Tran looked towards the other side of the bridge. They can’t stay inside those thick clouds forever or they’ll burn up because of the heat buildup without their radiators. “Helm, get us moving.”

The chief pilot nodded and activated the Wyvern’s throttle. “Yes, sir. Accelerating to two-gees.”

“Com officer,” Tran said. “Alert the other cruisers. Tell them to patrol the most likely avenues where the Nepenthe will reappear. Have them fire gauss cannons at will.”

“Yes, sir.”

 

In the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, Oana gritted her teeth the moment the new enemy contacts appeared on her tactical map. “Just detected three … no, four ships hidden along the baseline of the Mystic Mountains. They fired up their drives and radiators the moment we entered the upper peak.”

Captain Dangard studied the readings on his own console. Sappho was working intermittently, though the long-range sensors gave out the right readings this time. “Four cruisers. Unknown class, but definitely Union Star Force. They were waiting for us.”

The entire room began to shake a little before the gyros kicked in and stabilized the surroundings. It was a sure sign they had just entered the thicker part of the nebula.

Oana kept her eyes peeled on the readouts in front of her. “Magnetic fields on the radiators now starting to dissipate. We’re getting heat spikes from all over.”

“Maneuver using the coordinates I’ve given you for ten seconds, then begin to power down the drive,” Dangard said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Once they lose track of us, I’m pretty sure they’ll commit the lancers to fire and use best guesses on our projected position,” Dangard said. “Try to use the drive on minimal thrust for short bursts with evasive maneuvering, but don’t overload the heatsinks.”

“I’ll try, Captain,” Oana said. “Even with these tactics we won’t be able to travel very far.”

“We just need to make most of the enemy ordinance miss, and we can repair what hits us.”

“We can’t stay in here forever, Captain,” Oana said. “We need to reserve some of the heatsinks for a breakout.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Dangard said. “Viniimn and I discussed a theoretical solution, but we’ll need to get Sappho back up to full status.” He punched up his com-link to the hangar bay. “Lieutenant, can you hear me?”

Garrett Strand’s voice boomed over the speakers. “There’s … a bit of a cutoff on the audio … but I can figure things out.”

“We’ve been ambushed. Lots of lancers coming our way. Deploy your team,” Dangard said.

“You got it, Captain.”

 

Inside the bridge of the Wyvern, the weapons officer continued to tabulate the readings of his console. “Nine hundred lancers have fired off their warheads. Commander, with your permission I would like to see if I can get the remaining fifty that didn’t to activate their secondary stage to enter the nebula. If they can detect the Nepenthe inside the cloud and then fire their warheads, they’ll have a better chance of hitting her.”

“Good idea,” Fleet Commander Tran said. “Do it.”

The com officer tapped on her keyboard while nodding. “Commander, the Griffin, Gaugemela, and Belleau Wood are beginning their maneuvers just outside of the Mystic Mountains. As per your orders, the Griffin will cover the peak of the dust cloud, while the other two ships will be below us, near the base.”

Tran clasped his hands together. His fleet of four cruisers had managed to slip into the area a few days before while using minimal power and heatsinks to drift amongst the thickest of the nearby dust clouds to hide their presence. The Nepenthe had fallen into his trap. It all felt too easy. “Very good. Have them keep running full sensor scans and coordinate fire the moment any of us gets a contact.”

 

Garrett Strand undid the gravity straps once the battle drone he was traveling in had accelerated out of the Nepenthe’s hangar bay. It felt good to wear a full suit of battle armor once more, but he knew it would do very little against the gargantuan shipboard weapons coming towards them. He activated the com-links and got a positive reading; each battle drone had a separate, more simple AI system, and Sappho’s malfunctions thankfully had not spread to his tiny fleet. “Okay boys and girls, listen up. The external cargo hold has been opened for a short time, so you got exactly five minutes to take out those big armored plates and position them just a few klicks away from the Nepenthe’s hull.”

Spacer Diego Rodriguez’s voice was on the com-link. Each of them manned a separate battle drone. “Quick question, LT. Once we position the plates around the Nepenthe, do we let them go or do we hang on to them? They gonna drift a bit because of the volatile gases all around.”

“Let them go once you cover up the ship from all sides,” Strand said, “but be ready to move those plates the moment we get an adjusted incoming readout per your assigned grids. Once those lancers get close, reposition the plates to block them, but be careful—once those things hits a plate, both will get vaporized. You don’t want to be caught holding on to a composite sheet when one of those things gets nailed. Y’all got it?”

All the spacers answered in unison. “Yes, sir!”

“Let’s get moving then,” Strand said. “Hurry up!”

 

Viniimn had managed to isolate the AI virus along two remaining nodes within the ship’s network. He still wasn’t sure how it jumped from one system to the next or where it operated from, but his confidence was growing to the point where he knew the tide had finally turned.

The chief engineer floated over to the internal com-link site near the Nepenthe’s spinal deck and extended the interface cable from his cyber-harness, scanning for any possible traces of the pesky malware worm.

A shadow drifted near the open hatch behind him. Zeno grabbed hold along the sides of the entryway and pulled himself silently into the room. He was just about to launch his body at the nytini when Viniimn disengaged his cyber-harness from the node and turned to face him.

“We nytini had to face a multitude of predators on our homeworld during the distant past,” Viniimn said. “My harness has rear motion sensors, so I knew you were there the moment you got inside.”

Zeno said nothing as he braced his feet and pushed off towards Viniimn, but the nytini used the micro thrusters embedded in his exoskeleton to effortlessly move sideways, evading the synthetic’s lunging attack.

Viniimn fired off a retractable cable from the shoulder of his harness. The nanocarbon wire wrapped itself around Zeno’s left arm and spun it tightly against his torso. Viniimn began to orbit the stricken synthetic, expertly using his thrusters to wrap Zeno’s torso with more cabling, intending to bind him like a captured animal.

With the speed of a lightning bolt, Zeno used his free hand to grab onto the loose cable, and with his incredible strength, pulled the surprised Viniimn closer towards him. The moment they got close, Zeno punched the back of the nytini’s cyber-harness, damaging the device’s main battery.

Viniimn tried to pull away, disengaging his cable and desperately activating his thrusters to try and gain some distance, but Zeno had already grabbed hold of the nytini’s harness, and he wasn’t letting go. Viniimn let out a hoarse cry as the synthetic pinned him to the side of the room and began kicking repeatedly at him, inflicting heavy bruises on the nytini’s exposed underside.

The intense pain was proving too much, and Viniimn began to black out. His cyber-harness continued to grapple with the synthetic and tried to defend against Zeno’s hand attacks, but the synthetic man’s leveraged kicks were proving to be just as devastating.

Zeno partially got his left hand free from the bundles of cable wound around it, and he finally had both hands around the nytini’s thick neck. Viniimn’s cyber-harness had now been severely damaged, and his fragile body was no match against a synthetic.

A sudden burst of electricity surged into Zeno’s body, momentarily confusing him. Viniimn had rigged up a feedback loop in his cyber-harness and activated it. The nytini used his remaining thruster power to drift away from the dazed synthetic, even though he knew it was merely a temporary reprieve.

Zeno shook his head slowly while his core processor recovered from the disorienting shock. Refocusing on the task ahead, he braced his feet along the walls to launch himself at the nytini once more. Just as he thrust himself across the room, something black and furry collided with his side, sending him tumbling sideways.

Creull bit into the synthetic man’s shoulder as they began struggling, tearing past the plastic-like skin and damaging the joint actuator. Globs of fluid and coolant began to spray out of Zeno’s torn collarbone. The inside of Creull’s mouth was burning from the volatile chemicals, but she ignored the pain and continued to bite and claw at the synthetic man, hoping to disable him quickly.

Zeno was able to get hold of her thick right arm and twist it, breaking the muscle and cartilage around her elbow joint. Creull roared in pain as she bit into his face, once again tearing through the synthetic skin and ripping out one of his artificial eyes. Since Zeno didn’t feel any pain, he ignored the damage and grabbed the riwwr’s other arm and fractured it as well.

Creull realized she couldn’t keep fighting him this way. Both her arms were disabled, and the synthetic could now strike at her vulnerable head. Planting her right cybernetic leg on his chest, she kicked out towards his abdomen using maximum power while keeping her jaws clamped on his face for leverage. The force of the attack nearly tore her sharpened teeth out from her mouth, but it was enough.

Zeno’s neck was nearly ripped loose from his body as the damaged command links failed to communicate with his central thought processor. The synthetic man’s arms and legs flailed out wildly as Creull kept pulling at his head with her mouth, and after a few seconds managed to disable his command link entirely, rendering him helpless.

Viniimn got closer and activated the built-in plasma torch on his harness, thrusting the welder against the synthetic man’s damaged neck region, completely severing it from the nanocarbon spine. Zeno’s head began to float away, along with loose strands of internal cabling and droplets of coolant and other fluids.

Creull caught her breath. The mind-numbing pain was driving her crazy, but she remained analytical. “I know this sounds silly, but I believe he fought to lose. There’s still a part of him in there.”

Viniimn stared blankly at the synthetic debris and floating globules of liquid. “From now on I’m going to add more weapons to this exoskeleton of mine.”


30 Skirmishers

An hour had passed, and Garrett Strand knew the incoming lancers would arrive at any moment. He positioned his battle drone at the outer edge of the Nepenthe’s defensive field, acting as forward observer and sweeper in case of any surprises.

His battle armor was linked with the drone’s sensors, and the warning tones began cascading over the audio speakers in his helmet. Glancing at the tactical map in his visor, he relayed the updated trajectories of the incoming warheads to the other drones. “Okay, y’all know the drill. Make your adjustments now.”

His small team of five battle drones began to drag the drifting armored plates to make sure they were in the way of the incoming ordinance.

“Hurry up,” Strand said. “Go, go, go. You’ve got less than two minutes, so make it count.”

A different warning beep made him glance at the secondary map. It showed a dozen new contacts coming in at extreme range, and their heat signatures were different. Strand tapped the battle drone’s AI system and went to full acceleration. Did the enemy also deploy drones? I need to get a closer look and identify them.

Diego Rodriguez’s voice came over his com-link circuit. “LT, we just had an impact on starboard. One of the lancers got taken out by the shield.”

“Good,” Strand said while keeping his eye on the new contacts. “Keep sounding off, I got my hands full with something else over here.”

“You got it, LT,” Diego said. “Oh, two more impacts to starboard and more than a dozen near misses. We’re doing good so far.”

Strand frowned. The new contacts were still missiles, only they didn’t detonate their warheads yet. Those lancers must be actively searching for the ship and will fire only when they get an exact fix.

Spacer Ratana’s voice came online. “LT, I’m on the port side. Lots of incoming, but they’re too far away to get any hits. I think we’re good.”

“No, we’re not,” Strand said tersely while the drone he was riding in went to four-gee acceleration. A number of missiles were actively searching for the Nepenthe within the dust cloud, and he had to get within weapons range before they fired.

He found a long line of two dozen missiles moving just ahead of him. Strand toggled the auto-targeting systems and the drone began shooting gauss rounds in a stream just ahead of the enemy missiles. Several lancers were immediately disabled, while a few more continued on their way, ignoring his battle drone’s tiny blip on their sensors. They wanted the big one.

Another dozen or so missiles were coming in from the other side of the haze, but Strand’s drone estimated they didn’t have enough range to attack the Nepenthe, and would run out of fuel before they found her signal.

Four missiles coming from the lower part of the thick nebula detected a number of their own being disabled and altered their course to investigate. Strand had just finished off the last of the dozen lancers in his area when the drone alerted him to the other four.

Strand cursed as he altered the battle drone’s course. His weapon pod was out of gauss ammunition, and all he had left were the lasers, which were only effective up close. The thick haze of dust and gas all around him made the beam weapons next to useless. “We got four more incoming; they’re going to wait and adjust their aim before firing the warheads. Be ready by my signal!”

“I see your blip, LT,” Ratana said. “Diego and I will be set.”

Strand grimaced while pushing the battle drone to maximum acceleration. The dense soup of ionized elements was slowing him down, and a sinking feeling told him he couldn’t help, all he could do was command. “Listen up … You got thirty seconds to adjust the shields when they fire. I can’t get to them in time.”

“My drone’s trailing two sheets of metal,” Diego said. “I can get two of them.”

Strand could see the last missile of the group just ahead of him. At six-gees of acceleration he was slowly gaining on it, since the lancer was almost out of fuel, but he could tell he was too late. “I see one. They’re closing in at two hundred thousand klicks.”

His drone began to fire its lasers, but Strand could see most of the damage was mitigated by the missile’s plasma exhaust. His weapons needed just enough penetration on the ordinance to knock it off course before it fired, since lancer warheads detonated straight ahead. A few seconds later, the laser fire finally did have an effect as the missile ahead of him began tumbling sideways. One down, three to go.

“I’ve detected incoming lancer fire,” Ratana said. “Moving into position now.”

“Me too,” Diego said.

Strand sighed as he saw the three remaining missiles had managed to find the Nepenthe and fired off their warheads, sending metal projectiles at hyper accelerations towards the ship. “You got twenty seconds, make ’em count!”

He could see Ratana had angled the shield her drone was dragging into the proper place, and it successfully countered the first attack. Diego’s first shield was also in line, and the youth was doing his best to put the last armored sheet into the right position. The second incoming shell impacted harmlessly on the next barrier, vaporizing both.

“Come on, Diego,” Strand whispered. “You’re almost there.”

Diego had managed to place the armored plate at the last second, just as the final incoming attack had gotten there. Strand yelled out as all the blips connected on his virtual map, indicating the young spacer’s drone was caught in the blast. “Diego, come in!”

No answer.

Strand slammed his armored fist on the control console. “God damn it!”

“Sir, I’m okay,” Diego’s voice said over the audio link. “I jumped out of the drone’s pod just as it got hit. I’m floating around in a bunch of molten stuff.”

Strand couldn’t help but grin. His strike team had done it. “Hang in there, I got your signal and I’m on my way to you.”

 

At the bridge of the USNS Wyvern, the weapons officer continued to stare intently at the tactical map on his console. “Commander, the last signal I got from the lancers was a possible contact in this part of the Mystic Mountain.” He relayed the coordinates to the ship’s command console.

Fleet Commander Duc Tran glanced at the readouts. “Plot all possible course changes from that contact, then pass them on to the other ships. I want a full sustained barrage of gauss cannon fire at the entire area.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tran could barely contain his impatience. He was seething inside, but he knew he had to keep his cool, for the crew looked to him as an example.

“All ships in the fleet have been notified, Commander,” the com officer said. “All weapons on standby.”

Tran cracked his knuckles. His four Matador-class cruisers were outfitted with external ordinance pods containing an extensive supply of gauss ammunition for their main guns. The combined firepower would create massive kill zones in a wide area, and sustain it for a longer time than a fleet of ships three times their number. “Begin bombardment.”

“Firing main guns,” the weapons officer said.

 

Commander Creull Bonecrusher drifted through the Nepenthe’s engineering deck using a modified thruster backpack. Both her arms were locked in place with nanocarbon casts to help facilitate healing, and she was unable to use them for gripping and pushing off in the null gravity. “What’s the status on the repairs?”

Chief Engineer Viniimn floated in front of her, his thick tail wrapped around one of the handholds near the core bulkhead. The damaged cyber-harness on his body had not yet been fully repaired. “We took a few hits from the enemy barrage these past few hours, but nothing major. The problem is, the nanite repair system was fouled up by the virus, so it’s taking longer than usual to fix things.”

Creull wished they had repaired the intermittent com-link system first so she didn’t need to leave the battlesphere to get an update, but the damage control teams had more pressing priorities. “Are we completely free of the virus now?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Viniimn said. “Soessq will restart Sappho’s core systems in a minute. We didn’t have much time, but our preliminary sweep indicates we got rid of the last of the malware.”

“Let’s hope our luck changes for the better,” Creull said. “We’re using up the last of the heatsinks, and we need to head out of this nebula soon or we all fry.”

“That much is obvious,” Viniimn said. “I’ve already had the crew evacuate the non-essential modules, and vented some of the heat into them. I’d like to pull everyone out of the manufacturing decks too, but with the nanite repair not being fully functional, we’ve had to do the fixing by hand.”

“Pity we don’t have more spacers,” Creull said. “I’ll be doing a lot of recruiting if we can get ourselves out of this fix.”

“Where’s Puteri Sin? I haven’t seen her.”

“She’s dead,” Creull said.

“Zeno’s handiwork, I presume?”

“Yes,” Creull said. “I found her remains along with Benno Holmes’s in the recycler vats.”

“A pity. She was good at her job,” Viniimn said. “I hardly knew the other one.”

“Indeed,” Creull said. “We’ll mourn at the proper time, assuming we get out of this in one piece.”

Soessq’s voice came over their personal com-links. “I’m at the AI core node. Powering her up … now.”

For a few seconds there was a slight dimming of the room’s illumination, causing Creull to look around. “Was that good or bad?”

Sappho’s calm, soothing voice came over the ship’s general audio lines. “Startup complete. Initiating core systems. Done. Running anti-viral diagnostic. Complete. No signs of malware. All systems nominal.”

A loud cheer came from a small team of spacers working nearby. The Nepenthe’s AI network was fully functional once again.

Captain Lucien Dangard’s voice was heard over Viniimn’s com-link. “Okay, looks like we’re good to go. Can you initiate that plan of yours?”

“Yes, Captain,” Viniimn said. “Give me an hour to get things going.”

“Now that we’ve got com-links, I’m on my way back to the battlesphere,” Creull said.

 

Near the starboard side of the Wyvern’s bridge, the com officer nodded while receiving the message over her headset. “Commander, Belleau Wood is now entering the Mystic Mountain Nebula; would you like me to switch over to general audio?”

Tran shook his head. “Negative, my com-link only. Direct to their CO.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tran leaned forward on his chair. His four cruisers had expended all of their external ammunition pods and ejected them a few hours back. He had ordered the Belleau Wood into the nebula to investigate and confirm the Nepenthe’s destruction or disablement.

I hope she’s still in one piece, he thought. If we can get a few of those pirates alive, I’ll be promoted to star marshal for sure.

Ship Commander Yosh Nishimura’s voice came online with varying degrees of static. “This is Belleau Wood. We’re now … four hundred thous … klicks inside … nebula. Switch … to heatsinks.”

“I’m getting interference, but I can still hear you, Yosh,” Tran said. “How far are you from the Nepenthe’s suspected position?”

“Half … million klicks, sir,” Nishimura said. “Sensor …eadings … terrible.”

“Keep going, you’ll have to get in close,” Tran said. “Get your Spaceborne troop squads ready. You need to initiate boarding operations once you’re in range.”

“Wilco.”

“Tell your men I want them alive,” Tran said. “At least ten. If you can get any one of their officers in custody, so much the better.”

“…oger that … Command…”

Tran grinned. Of his four ships, the Belleau Wood had the largest contingent of soldiers and warbots, but he could easily dispatch an additional vessel into the Mystic Mountains if needed. He could already imagine himself standing in front of a bunch of senators while receiving his medals, the eyes of the Union on him.

Nishimura’s voice was heard over the com-link once more. “Possible … contact. Proceeding … stand by.”

Tense minutes passed. Tran knew his com officer was doing her best to keep the line free of distortions, but he could barely hear his subordinate now. “Yosh, come in. How far are you now?”

The com officer turned her head. She had a surprised look on her face. “Commander, I’m getting possible enemy contacts.”

Tran instinctively tried to rise to his feet, but the restraints on the command chair held him down. “What?”

Nishimura’s panicked voice came over his com-link. “We’re … hit! Taking … lancer … fire … quest … ass … tance.”

Tran grimaced while checking out his tactical map. The closest ship to the Belleau Wood’s last position was the Griffin. He punched in the com-link for a direct line to her commanding officer. “Maddox, get your ship moving. Yosh needs help.”

Less than a minute after Ship Commander Maddox’s acknowledgement, he could see the Griffin had begun to get in closer towards the edge of the nebula. Sweat began to form on Tran’s forehead. Time seemed to stretch out into eternity as he anxiously waited while each contact on his tactical map moved slowly towards their intended positions.

Half an hour passed, and Maddox’s voice came online. “Found an enemy contact just inside the interior of the nebula, negative readings on our transponder sensors so she’s got to be the pirate ship. The heat spike seems to be from the Nepenthe—she’s venting off a lot of it just at the edge, trying to stay hidden. Request combined fire from the fleet.”

“Granted,” Tran said before glancing to his left. “Weapons officer. Coordinate and fire. All ships.”

“Locking in new fire zones with Griffin and Gaugemela,” the weapons officer said. “All main guns ready, sir.”

“Fire,” Tran said.

All three Union warships fired simultaneously at the now confirmed contact. Tran looked at the plotted trajectories of the unguided ordinance on his console display. It took just thirty minutes to reach their target. Watching the visual screen, he could see some faint shimmering in the opaque clouds of dust and gas along the sides of the Mystic Mountains, indicating where the shells had gone.

A few minutes later, his tactical display emitted a loud beep. Tran looked at the virtual screen and watched in horror as incoming lancer missile warheads broke through the top cover of the nebula and raced down towards the Griffin. Ship Commander Maddox attempted an evasive maneuver, but it was too late. More than thirty of the hypervelocity projectiles had impacted on the side of the Griffin, severely damaging her.

Tran roared with rage. “Full alert! The Nepenthe is still alive!”


31 Battle of Attrition

Commander Creull was back in the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, strapped into her divan-shaped chair while looking at her console. “Cruiser ahead of us has taken some hits, but we’ve pretty much expended all the lancers we deployed inside the nebula.”

Captain Lucien Dangard checked the virtual screen beside his command chair. He had ordered Garrett Strand’s team to deploy the missile launchers outside of the ship. “We’ve had to. Firing our main guns without radiators would have made things a little too hot inside this ship.”

Spacer Sergeant Oana Florescu continued to pilot the vessel. “We’ll be out of the thickest part of the nebula in under two minutes.”

“Activate all radiators the moment we’re out,” Dangard said. “We’ve got too much internal heat as it is.” He glanced over at his executive officer. “Can you still control the weapons systems without the use of your arms, Creull?”

Creull gave an irritable growl. “I don’t need my hands to target our enemies. With my neural link to Sappho restored, I can enter all commands using my thoughts.”

Dangard chuckled. “Just checking.”

Oana glanced back briefly in surprise. It was the first time she had ever heard the captain make a joke. “Breaking cloud cover … now. Activating radiators and increasing to three-gee acceleration.”

“Weapons free,” Creull said. “Targeting main guns at the enemy up ahead. And … firing.”

 

At the bridge of the USNS Wyvern, Fleet Commander Duc Tran bared his teeth in frustration. His sister cruiser Griffin had been so badly damaged she was pretty much out of the contest. His fourth ship the Belleau Wood was no doubt disabled somewhere inside the thickest part of the nebula. Forget them. You still have the advantage.

He punched in new coordinates on his map and relayed them to the helmsman. “Begin maneuvering to this area.” Tran glanced to his side. “Weapons, continue to link with Gaugemela and coordinate our fields of fire.”

“Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said.

“Accelerating to three-gees,” the chief helmsman said.

Tran was pushed back into his chair by the force of gravity. He needed to get the Nepenthe in between both his remaining ships and hammer her with the main guns. Their overlapping fire corridors would make the enemy’s evasive maneuvering that much harder. His ships still had close to a full complement of their gauss ammunition, and he hoped it would be enough.

“Enemy vessel accelerating downwards towards the lower base of the Mystic Mountains,” the Wyvern’s tactical officer said. “Looks like she’s making a run at the Gaugemela.”

“Commander Maddox of the Griffin is on our com-link channel, sir,” the com officer said. “He’s requesting help.”

“Cut him off from all com-links,” Tran said. “Keep our channels open with Gaugemela only. I’ve got a battle to win.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Helm, pursue the Nepenthe,” Tran said. “Keep them in range of our guns.”

The helmsman nodded. “Yes, sir. Altering course.”

For a brief moment, the entire room seemed to shudder. The Nepenthe was firing at them too.

“Damage control,” Tran said. “What’s our status?”

The ship’s damage control officer studied the readouts on his console. “We took a few hits from their gauss cannons. Mostly superficial. AI reports all systems normal.”

“They’re just trying to keep us honest,” Tran said. “Tactical, what’s the status of our deployed lancer batteries in the area?”

The tactical officer pored over the virtual map on his console. “We’ve expended most of our lancers from the initial salvo, Commander. We have two missile batteries left at half full. I’m relaying their coordinates to your console.”

Tran looked down at the virtual screen and rubbed his chin. Yes, I can still win this.

 

The internal gyros of the Nepenthe’s battlesphere instantly adjusted as the vessel took some hits, keeping the reverberations inside the command module to a minimum.

Captain Dangard leaned forward slightly and activated the com-link to the engineering deck. “How are we doing?”

Viniimn’s syrupy voice was heard over the com network. “We’ve taken a few hits but they’re manageable so far. One lucky shell took out the main port of the topmost radiator, and the nanites are working to fix it. I would suggest we take a break, but I have a feeling it isn’t possible right now.”

“Not while we have two enemy ships firing at us,” Dangard said.

Creull roared in exclamation. “The ship below us took a few more hits of their own. Looks like they’re slowing down.”

Dangard switched com-link channels to the hangar bay. “Garrett, have your drones been resupplied yet?”

Lieutenant Garrett Strand’s voice came over the com-link. “Almost done, Cap. Give us two minutes.”

“You’ve got one,” Dangard said before glancing up at the pilot’s station. “How are we doing, Oana?”

Oana kept her eyes on the console in front of her. “I’ve had to decelerate slightly because of the loss of one of our main radiators. Both enemy ships are trying to keep us in between them. Other than that, things are just peachy.”

“Atta girl, we’ll make a proper pilot of you yet,” Dangard said.

“Okay, my strike team is ready to deploy,” Strand said over the com-link.

“Stand by,” Creull said as she mentally set up another kill zone and fired the Nepenthe’s main guns once more.

 

Strand was pressed back into the rearward part of the battle drone’s storage pod as he accelerated out of the Nepenthe’s hangar bay for the third time during the battle. The moment he cleared the point defense zone, he immediately commanded the drone to alter course, close to the edge of the ionized clouds of the nebula. The mass of his battle drone had doubled, since it carried part of the last contingent of lancer missiles using an external pod, and its overall acceleration was hampered by it.

He activated the com-link to his team. “Check in, boys and girls.”

“We’re up, LT,” Spacer Ratana said. “Right next to you.”

“Okay, stand by and stay stealthy,” Strand said. “With the thick part of the nebula and our small mass, hopefully they won’t detect us in time.”

Diego Rodriguez’s voice reverberated in everyone’s audio. “Woo-hoo, this is gonna be good!”

“Yeah, right,” Ratana said.

“Stay off com-links for now,” Strand said. Battle drones and other small craft had to use stealth and trickery when involved in capital ship battles. Current warships simply had too many point defense systems that could destroy them easily at standoff range, and even AI-controlled fighters had largely disappeared, with militaries from all major factions preferring to build ever larger ships that could dish out major damage while repairing themselves during combat.

Although automated missile and laser platforms were still in heavy use due to their expendability, only the most desperate or foolhardy made use of manned small craft in space engagements. Casualty rates in these types of units were high, and for good reason.

Strand continued to check his tactical map, and sure enough, the pursuing cruiser was heading closer. He activated the com-links to his team. “Okay, here she comes; you all know what to do. If your drones can’t evade their weapons fire then eject. I promise that you’ll get picked up, provided we win this.”

 

The weapons officer inside the Wyvern’s bridge narrowed his eyes while staring into his console. “Commander, we’re getting farther from optimum range. It looks like the Nepenthe has accelerated to five-gees.”

“Helm,” Tran said. “Match velocities with the enemy. We need to stay in range to keep pounding at them.”

“Yes, sir,” the helmsman said. “Accelerating to five-and-a-half-gees.”

Tran was pressed further back into his seat. The faster they went, the more fuel it took to maneuver. It looked like the pirates were so intent on taking out the Gaugemela, it seemed they had forgotten about them. Looks like they made their first big mistake, he thought.

 

Strand toggled the command to deploy the lancer pod attached to his battle drone. The enemy ship was bearing down towards their position, and it didn’t look like they’d been noticed. “Strikers, go to weapons free. At my mark, prepare to fire.”

“Ready, LT,” Ratana said.

Strand held his breath. The anticipation was eating him up inside, but he kept his focus. Come on. Nearly there.

“We’re in range now, LT,” Diego said. “Let’s open fire!”

Strand hissed, “Wait … wait … wait.”

Even though the range was now optimal, Strand held back. He wanted them even closer so there would be less chance for evasion. As long as they don’t suddenly change direction, we’ll get them. Come on … just a little closer.

The contact on his virtual screen had now entered the kill zone. Quickly adjusting the missile commands to enable the lancers to fire their warheads the moment they launched, Strand relayed his command to the other drones. “All units, fire!”

 

Inside the Wyvern’s bridge, the helmsman’s eyebrows shot up as a group of new contacts suddenly flared up on his virtual console. His prior training and experience instantly made him recognize the threat. “Commander, lancers dead ahead!”

Despite the intense gravity pull, Tran visibly shook in his chair. “Evasive action!”

The helmsman did what he could, attempting a desperate turn, but a large number of the lancers would hit since they had already spread out their incoming warheads to cover any potential avenues of avoidance.

Ten seconds later, several projectiles impacted along the side of the Wyvern, causing the entire ship to shake wildly. Several of the crewmembers on the bridge screamed as the vessel began to decelerate due to the damage to its radiators. Gravity became tolerable again, but it carried a heavy cost.

“Silence!” Tran said. Those missiles had to come from somewhere else, he thought. The Nepenthe must have released battle drones in her wake, hidden along the edges of the nebula to mask them from detection. He glanced over to his right. “Damage control, what’s our status?”

The damage control officer took a deep breath before answering. “Some hits to our cooling systems, and we’ve had to decelerate in order not to overheat. One main gun battery took a direct hit and is out. Nanite repair systems are working. All other hits on us are negligible.”

Tran sighed. We got lucky. “Tac Officer, do we have any drones of our own?”

“We do, Commander,” the tactical officer said. “Six battle drones and two warbot squads. We also have a company of Spaceborne troopers with battle armor.”

“Just deploy the battle drones and one squad of warbots. Keep the rest in case we need them for boarding actions,” Tran said. “Order our units to kill their assets hiding at the edge of the nebula.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tran looked towards the damage control officer once more. “Get those repairs moving!”

 

Within the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, Creull made a low purr, indicating satisfaction. “Strand’s plan worked. Looks like he damaged the pursuing enemy ship and she’s slowing down.”

“He has the makings of a future captain in him,” Dangard said. “Let’s finish off the one we’re after and get back to him. We don’t want to lose him now.”

“We’ll be in optimum range soon, so I’ll wait rather than expending more ammo,” Creull said. “What do you think happened to the younglings?”

Dangard shrugged. “The ones who supposedly escaped from Horizon to rendezvous with us here? I don’t know. It seems Zeno faked everything to get us here for an ambush.”

“Zeno isn’t exactly dead,” Creull said. “His central processing core is still intact.”

Dangard glanced over at a box attached to the wall. “We’ll reactivate and interrogate him after this battle. Perhaps he might know where the two children are being held.”

“What about his fate?”

“That will be up to the crew to decide,” Dangard said.

Oana listened silently and grimaced. Puteri Sin had been a good friend, and she mourned her loss deeply. A beeping indicator on her console renewed her focus. “We’re almost in optimum range of the enemy ship we’re pursuing.”

“Good,” Creull said. “Time for them to die.”


32 Day of Heroes

“Come on,” Lieutenant Garrett Strand said tersely as he commanded the heavily damaged battle drone ever deeper into the thick, ionized mist of the Mystic Mountain Nebula. The enemy had deployed their own drones against his team, and they were playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse with each other.

“LT, I just heard from Diego,” Spacer Ratana said over the com-link. “He took out another enemy battle drone, but his own drone is pretty much out and he’s just drifting now.”

Strand grimaced. “Tell him to stay put and stay off the com-links. We’ll get to him once we’ve dealt with the rest.”

“Roger that, LT.”

A loud clang made the entire battle drone shudder. Strand looked at his tactical readout and saw two enemy warbots pursuing his damaged small craft. He let out a curse while ordering his vessel to accelerate, but the drone’s fusion engine was nearly inoperative. The warbots fired again, this time tearing into the rear of the craft, causing an air leak in the pod.

I’m a sitting duck if I stay here, he thought. Reaching back, he opened the pod bay door and used his battle suit’s thrusters to propel himself out of the stricken drone. In less than a minute, Strand was practically swimming in the surrounding mist, his sensor range drastically cut without the drone’s more powerful command link.

He hated fighting robots. To pit one’s self against relentless machines seemed pathetic; there was no honor in it. He’d known many others who just gave up and killed themselves rather than be worn down by the thought of having to match wits with a merciless, nonliving entity. Robots viewed their enemies as mere mathematical equations, something to be solved rather than respected. An organic being had feelings, something a machine couldn’t understand.

Strand waited. Sure enough, the two pursuing warbots approached his trajectory; they must have missed his escape from the battle drone due to the ionized mist, and they continued to pursue the now abandoned craft, their simple AI thought cores tasked with relentless destruction towards their target. Their laser focus on the drone made them blind to me, he thought. They probably don’t have anyone leading them, it’s just an all-bot party.

He wanted to fire off his suit thrusters right away, but he knew it was better to wait and let them pass him by before making an elliptical trajectory for an interception. There was a chance their sensors might detect him once they got close, and he stood a better chance of beating them both if he held back. Calculating the risks, Strand decided to roll the dice.

He clenched his jaw as the two warbots slowly passed a few dozen klicks beneath him, their adjusted course homing doggedly in on the abandoned drone just ahead. If they spot me now, they can just turn and fire, then that’ll be it. He braced himself, ready to veer away if they suddenly shifted in his direction.

Nothing happened. The warbots continued on, their barrel-like torsos heading straight down, completely oblivious to him. Strand couldn’t help but smile. His luck held. Then again, he was always lucky when it came to fighting and killing. Better to take them out or else they might come back for me.

He angled his suit thrusters and fired off a short accelerating burst of plasma. One of the warbots immediately sensed something nearby and turned its front up at the new approaching heat source, but it was too late.

Strand had gauged it perfectly, his outstretched right hand grabbing onto the back of the second warbot’s upper handhold, the action immediately stopping his acceleration. Each warbot produced by all the factions was built along similar designs, and they all had the same weakness: their rear handholds were meant to transport and shield organic operators, while an enemy combatant could remain secure in the very same spot.

Working quickly, Strand used his gauntleted hand and smashed open the bot’s rear access panel. The ambushed machine had already alerted the second warbot and called for help while rotating its body so its ally could blast away at the hostile intruder clinging to its back.

Strand quickly located the control module and ripped it away, causing the robot he was riding on to spin erratically. The other warbot, not willing to fire on its ally just yet, failed to get a lock on the intruder with its weapons.

Zeno had written an override code for his team in the past, and Strand quickly placed an interface jack into the warbot’s exposed rear panel. His suit’s readouts told him the virus had now infected the warbot’s command link, and he quickly gained control of it.

The second warbot immediately sensed its ally had gone over to the enemy the moment it lost the com-link network they shared. It was just about to unleash a barrage when the first warbot fired at it, hitting the sensor module and blinding it for a brief millisecond.

Strand activated his suit thrusters once more and was able to jet away as the two warbots continued blasting at each other. Less than a minute later, his suit’s sensors told him that both bots had damaged each other so severely they were out of the fight. Strand turned and flew deeper into the mist, looking for other targets.

 

The bridge of the USNS Wyvern had grown tense with an eerie quietness. Every crewmember in the room knew they were in the fight of their lives. Their earlier confidence at what was supposed to be an easy victory had been eroded as each allied ship in their fleet had been taken out, and all they had left was their training and discipline.

Fleet Commander Duc Tran stared intently at his command console. He was now in command of the sole remaining ship in the task force; the Gaugemela had at last been disabled by the pirates, and now the enemy was maneuvering to face him.

Despite all the setbacks the fleet had endured, Tran continued to exude confidence. The battle with the Gaugemela had damaged the Nepenthe, and now the pirate vessel wouldn’t have time to make repairs. From the analysis of his ship’s AI, Tran could tell the Nepenthe’s acceleration had slowed considerably, and much of their ordinance had been spent.

I still have one trick up my sleeve, he thought. Placing in the new coordinates on his tactical map, Tran relayed them to the helm and tactical stations. “Plot a new course here. In the meanwhile, continue firing main guns.”

“Yes, sir.”

 

At the heart of the Nepenthe’s battlesphere, Captain Lucien Dangard retained his customary aloofness, even though the situation had worsened considerably. His com-link circuit to the engineering deck was unbroken. “Viniimn, what’s going on? We’re barely getting any delta-V.”

The chief engineer’s voice on the other line was terse. “The failure of the main radiator has had a cascade effect. The last salvo the enemy ship threw at us really made things worse. We’ve got a major overheat problem. I recommend retreat.”

“We can’t,” Dangard said. “That last remaining ship out there can outrun us, and she’s maneuvering faster and out-positioning the ship. We need more acceleration.”

“I’m doing the best I can,” Viniimn said.

“I’ve had to slow down our rate of fire,” Commander Creull said. “We’re also running out of ammo for the main guns. We can probably slug it out with her using the lasers, but the enemy’s keeping her distance, so we have to get in close for them to be effective.”

Sitting in the pilot’s chair, Oana Florescu wanted to voice an additional complaint about not having the acceleration to close in on the enemy ship, but she decided to keep quiet. It was obvious the others knew it. For the first time since her recruitment, she had a feeling they might actually lose this one.

 

The com officer sitting near the edge of the Wyvern’s bridge noticed a strange reading on the far side of the nebula. She was about to alert Fleet Commander Tran of the discovery, but the contact suddenly disappeared from her screen, as if it never existed. Looking around, she tried to discern if any of the other crewmembers had seen it, but everyone was concentrating on their own duties. Not wanting to bother anyone at this crucial moment, she figured it must have been a sensor glitch, and continued to monitor the com-link chatter in silence.

Tran tapped the armrest of the command chair with his fingers. He hated the waiting in between decisions and results. “Tactical Officer, how long before we unleash our surprise?”

“About eleven minutes, sir,” the tactical officer said. “Assuming the Nepenthe continues on her present course.”

Tran bit his lip. If only maneuvers could be done faster and the results were instantaneous. Now I’m second guessing myself because it’s taking too long. No, this’ll work. It must work, so stick with the plan.

“Sir, Nepenthe has just changed course slightly,” the tactical officer said.

Tran grimaced. Damn it! “Can we still spring the surprise?”

“Yes, sir,” the tactical officer said. “They’ll still be within the kill zone.”

Tran let out a sigh of relief while staring at the tactical map once again. Come on, come to Papa. That’s it. That’s it.

The entire bridge shook slightly. The Nepenthe had just hurled another barrage at them.

Tran looked at the damage control officer. “Well?”

“Slight damage to our laser batteries along the port side,” the damage control officer said. “Nanite repairs underway. All other damage negligible.”

“Concentrate on keeping our radiators and drive working,” Tran said. “Until I say otherwise.”

“Yes, sir.”

Minutes passed. The tactical officer licked his lips. “Nepenthe will be in range of the trap in three … two … one. Mark.”

Tran gripped the sides of the chair with clawed hands. “Initiate our surprise.”

The tactical officer placed the commands into his console. “Lancer batteries have acknowledged. Popping up from the nebula … now.”

Tran grinned. Even though you nearly turned the tables on me, I have you now.

 

While sitting at the pilot’s console in the Nepenthe’s battlesphere. Oana’s eyebrows shot up at the new contacts revealing themselves on the tactical map. “Whoa, I got something!”

Creull looked up in surprise before hunkering down to stare at her own screen. “What?”

A tremendous barrage of lancer missiles had suddenly leapt out from the nearby folds of the nebula and was heading directly at them. Dangard silently cursed. The enemy must have kept some lancers in reserve while making a feigned retreat to draw them back into range, and the Nepenthe had just blundered right into them.

Oana let out a soft whimper while she began to attempt a high-gee maneuver. “I’m … I’m attempting to evade, but I barely have enough delta-V!”

Dangard stabbed the com-link button on his command chair with his finger. “Viniimn, we need more power to the drives or we’re dead!”

 

At the center of the Wyvern’s bridge, Tran had a big smile on his face while looking at the continual updates on his tactical map. The lancers had fired off their warheads, and the Nepenthe wasn’t maneuvering fast enough to evade the brunt of the incoming attack. I think we’ve got them!

The tactical officer’s voice had risen to a roar. “Enemy vessel attempting to evade, but they’re not accelerating fast enough. ETA for lancer warheads is under two minutes now.”

Tran gripped his hands together in a tight ball. Come on. Come on.

Seconds ticked by. The tactical officer seemed to be holding his breath in between his updates to the crew. “Lancer impacts in less than one minute. Nepenthe now angling her bow to face the brunt of the incoming ordinance.”

So they’re gonna hit for sure now, but she’s using her sloped front to try and weather the storm, Tran thought. “Weapons, adjust firing coordinates and keep at it. Maybe we can nail them in the right spot or two while they face those lancers.”

“Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said. “Adjusting fire on main guns.”

A roar of approval came from most of the crew as they observed the impacts on their respective consoles. The com officer threw her arms up in triumph. Two others started singing the Star Force anthem.

Tran held his hand up. “Pipe down, all of you. Even though it looks like we’ve crippled them, I want to take them alive.” He turned towards the smiling tactical officer. “Tell the boarding crews to get ready.”

 

The Nepenthe’s battlesphere was in chaos. Creull was busy giving out her orders for the crew to get into their battle suits to repel any boarders, while Dangard listened patiently to the chief engineer’s damage assessments. Oana simply stared at the screen in front of her, tiny droplets of tears making a watery film over her eyes, blurring her vision.

Viniimn’s voice over the com-link carried a hint of resignation. “We’ve got a choice, Captain. Either the crew concentrates on getting the drive and radiators back online, or they all put on their a-suits and fight.”

“We should fight,” Creull said. “Concentrating on repairs now is useless when the enemy can close and board us in a few hours.”

“Even if we fight, it won’t make a lot of difference,” Dangard said softly. “I’m pretty sure the enemy has got a full complement of Spaceborne and warbots. They can easily head over to the other crippled ships and pick up more soldiers and bots if needed.”

“We can take out as many of them as we can,” Creull said. “We’ll give them a fight they won’t forget.”

“Even if by some miracle we beat them back, they can still finish us off with their main guns,” Dangard said.

Creull growled with barely suppressed anger. “So what do you propose? Surrender?”

Oana let out a pained moan. It didn’t feel fair to her. They had crippled three cruisers and almost won despite the odds. Now it was over.

Dangard loosened his restraints and floated over to her. He placed a reassuring hand on the sergeant’s shoulder. “Do not grieve, Oana. We gave it our best shot.”

A blip suddenly appeared on Oana’s console, startling both her and the captain. Wiping the tears away, she reached forward and typed some commands on her virtual keyboard. Her sadness turned into surprise.

Dangard looked over her shoulder. “What is that?”

Oana used the back of her hand to wipe the remaining tears away. The com-link code on her screen told her it was them, but she just couldn’t believe it. “No, it can’t be.”

Creull noticed a different kind of agitation in front of her. She quickly cycled through her own console while snarling in confusion. “Sappho’s sensors state she’s a ship of some kind, but I’ve never seen anything like her.”

“It’s Duncan and Maeve,” Oana said excitedly. “They’re giving us the right codes.”

The captain shook his head in disbelief. “It’s impossible. No ship moves like that.”

 

Duncan Hauk floated in a field of golden light, surrounded by streams of liquid neon. The blinding intensity forced him to keep his eyes closed. He had taken off his helmet, and yet he could somehow breathe air. He remembered being led by Maeve Lindros into the artifact on Horizon when its structure had suddenly revealed an opening as they stood beside it. The next thing he knew, they were traveling out of the system, even though he couldn’t see what was happening.

It seemed as if the artifact itself was speaking to him through feelings, opening up other dormant senses within himself. He no longer needed to see, touch, or hear anything, for he could just feel the existence of nearby stars and planets, even base elements all the way down to their molecular level. He could feel at one with the universe, and everything around him was visible in his mind.

Even though he couldn’t see Maeve, Hauk could sense she was close by. Everything he had learned about traveling on starships was nothing like what he was experiencing at this moment in time. The artifact they were traveling in was indeed a vessel of some kind, and it was unlike any spacecraft he had ever been in.

He could sense they were traveling faster than the speed of light. The artifact jumped across different systems without the use of the t-drive. Whatever heat they produced seemed to be vented off somewhere else, so there was no need for radiators either. Hauk could feel it all, even without understanding how it worked.

Hauk turned his head. “Maeve, are you there?”

“Yes,” Maeve said. “Don’t worry. We’re now in the area where the Nepenthe is.”

“They’re in trouble,” Hauk said.

“I know,” Maeve said. “Let’s help them.”

 

On the bridge of the Wyvern, everyone was smiling, their confidence returned. They were now on the verge of capturing the most notorious pirate ship in history, and every crewmember had just finished congratulating the others when a loud beep brought their senses back into focus.

The tactical officer stared at the virtual map in disbelief. It took him another minute to recheck his readouts to make sure it wasn’t some sort of mistake on the sensor’s part. “Sir, we’ve detected another contact, closing fast.”

Tran was incredulous. “What is it? Another ship?”

The tactical officer bit his lip. “I … don’t know, sir.”

Tran glanced angrily at him. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

“Even our ship’s AI can’t identify her,” the tactical officer said nervously. “She’s moving at over a billion gees of acceleration, sir.”

Tran sank back into his chair, stunned. “What? T-that’s impossible!”

A loud series of alarms began howling across the bridge. Several crewmembers gasped.

Tran grimaced. The warning bell meant a collision alarm. “What’s going on?”

The tactical officer’s voice now had a trace of panic in it. “The object, sir. She’s heading straight for us!”

Tran stared at his console in disbelief. The unknown object was roughly the size of a large battle drone, yet it could somehow move at an unbelievable speed. The telescopic sensors revealed it to resemble some sort of small, brightly glowing star with a tail of light, like a comet’s. It has to be a weapon of some sort, he thought.

“W-what do we do?” the tactical officer asked.

“What do you think we do?” Tran snapped. “Go to maximum acceleration and begin an evasive maneuver. Activate all point defense systems. Blast that thing out of space before it gets close!”

 

Everyone inside the Nepenthe’s battlesphere could only watch as a new sort of battle began to take place. Dangard pushed off and made it back to his seat; he had ordered Viniimn and his engineering crews to work on repairing the radiators, hoping this latest distraction would give them enough time to get away.

“It cannot be Duncan and Maeve,” Creull said. “Those two would have been crushed to death if they traveled inside that thing. She’s moving way too fast for any organic being to survive inside.”

“I’m telling you, they’re here somewhere, Commander,” Oana said. “Maybe they just fired some sort of new missile and they’re in another ship hidden somewhere in the nebula.”

“Only a lancer warhead has that kind of acceleration, and it can’t maneuver once it fires,” Dangard said.

“Object will impact enemy ship in under a minute,” Creull said. “The Star Force cruiser is trying to evade, but she lacks the speed.”

“If that thing is a lancer missile, the cruiser can knock it out easily,” Dangard said.

“Looks like they’re doing just that,” Creull said. “Multiple close-range weapons discharged from enemy ship. Gauss, lasers, everything. They’re trying to shoot it away before it hits their hull.”

“The speed of the object is unbelievable,” Oana said breathlessly. “Seems it can maneuver on a dime too.”

“They must have gotten a few hits on it,” Dangard said. “If not the gauss point defenses, then the lasers for sure.”

“I’m sure they did,” Creull said. “No apparent damage to the object though.”

Oana leaned back and shrieked, “Impact! Object impacted against enemy ship’s hull.”

Dangard leaned closer to his console. The new readings astounded him. “Impossible. Object collided and cored the hull of Star Force cruiser. She’s been crippled.”

Creull let out a confused purr. The object flew out from the opposite side of the enemy ship’s hull, which meant the unknown contact had ploughed through the entire ship and remained intact. The next event was even more incredible as the object suddenly changed direction and smashed into the Star Force cruiser a second time, almost ripping her in two.

For several long minutes, no one said anything. All they could do was stare at their consoles in complete shock and awe. The star-like object continued to smash against the Star Force cruiser until just pieces of the enemy ship remained.

A voice suddenly boomed over their com-link system. The all-too-familiar audio unmistakably belonged to Maeve. “Hello, Nepenthe. It’s good to see you again.”

 

Hauk sat up at the edge of the automed device and got to his feet. He had just finished putting on his skinsuit when Commander Creull and Lieutenant Strand walked into the Nepenthe’s medbay and faced him.

The boy quickly stood at attention. “Spacer Hauk present.”

Strand tilted his head back and chuckled. “There’s no need to do that. This isn’t the Star Force, kid.”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Hauk said. “Sorry about that.”

Creull seemed more placid than usual. “There will be a formal debriefing later, though we feel you need to rest first, and we just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

Hauk shrugged while rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m feeling perfectly fine, Commander. If you want to start the formal debriefing now, I wouldn’t mind.”

“We need the captain to be present,” Creull said. “As of right now he’s still with Viniimn, supervising the repairs.”

“I wanted to see who beat me out as hero of the day,” Strand said. “You and Maeve practically saved this ship.”

The boy smiled sheepishly. “Honestly, it was mostly Maeve who did it, LT. I was just along for the ride.”

“Her last message she sent before she left credits you with saving her life though,” Strand said. “So you deserve a lot of kudos.”

“Do you know what that thing you traveled in was?” Creull asked.

“Not really,” Hauk said. “The artifact that was buried on Horizon was actually some sort of old ship, and I brought her back to it after we escaped from the Concordance base. The next thing I knew, we were inside of it and we lifted off from the planet’s surface, then we tried to find our way back to the Nepenthe.”

Creull narrowed her eyes. “So you have no idea how that ancient vessel worked?”

“I’m afraid not, Commander,” Hauk said. “I was in a daze while inside of the artifact ship. Even now it still feels like it was all a dream.”

“You didn’t seem all that surprised when you just reappeared inside of this ship and Maeve said her goodbyes to us then jumped out of the system,” Creull said. “Do you know where she’s headed?”

Hauk shook his head. “She told me she wants to find something, but she didn’t say what it was. I asked her to stay with us since we’re her family now, but she said no. I think the artifact might be leading her someplace, but I don’t know where.”

“Do you think the artifact ship is sentient?” Strand asked.

“I don’t know, LT,” Hauk said. “All I can sense is maybe she’ll come back to us one day and tell us everything.”


33 The Unveiled

Night had fallen over Earth’s North American continent, yet the evening sky remained illuminated by the countless satellites and orbital stations up above. A privately owned air car hovered near the boundaries of the NYC Memorial before penetrating its airspace. Two police aerial drones immediately flew in and intercepted the vehicle, their sensors scanning it for a brief minute before they veered away.

Erich von Steyr continued to sit in the air car’s front seat and looked out the side window. Manhattan Island remained a dark, twisted ruin of concrete and rusted metal. Rather than rebuild the city after the devastation of the Second Singularity War, the citizens of Earth decided to keep the rubble in place as a stark reminder of the horrors they had experienced. The dead city was an open wound, to be looked upon by future generations as an example of humanity’s folly.

Hassan Obi was in the driver’s seat, and he used the autopilot to make a soft landing in the clearing of what was once a park. Erich opened the car door as the engines were shutting down and walked a few steps forward, stretching his cramped legs. Despite having only the twilit illumination from the orbital satellites up above, he could see the once fertile ground had been glassified from a bombardment that happened over a hundred years before.

Looking out into the distance, Erich first scanned the gnarled, petrified trunks of the burned-out forest to the north before facing towards the east. Sure enough, he could see a set of floodlights had been activated by the ruins of an old museum, their designated meeting place.

Hassan nervously patted the compact gauss pistol holstered beneath his jacket. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you, Director?”

Erich finally saw the outline of another air car parked beside the lighted ruin. “No. This is a private meeting. You got everything in place, I hope.”

“I did, sir,” Hassan said as he pulled out the weapon from his shoulder holster and offered it to his boss. “Nevertheless, you might want to have this just in case of any surprises.”

Erich waved his palm offhandedly before turning around, and began walking towards the ruined museum. “I never use such things.”

The bits of burned glass on the ground continued to crunch beneath the soles of his authentic leather shoes as Erich moved onwards, fully aware he was under observation. No sense in bringing a weapon anyway, he thought.

It took him fifteen minutes to make his way into what looked to be a deserted courtyard behind a burned-out wall. The floodlights had been set up to shine directly into the center of the patio. The building that had once occupied the area where he stood was made of whitewashed concrete, but the devastation had blackened what was left to a dusty gray.

Placing his hands in his pockets, Erich stood by the side and waited, away from the glare of the lights. He noticed the smartcom device on his wrist no longer had any com-link access. There’s some sort of jamming going on, he thought.

A feminine voice spoke from the nearby shadows. “See, I told you he would show up.”

Erich turned again. Nilda Carerra and Malcolm Walden emerged from the gloom of a nearby alcove and strode over to him. He gave each of them a nod. “Why meet in this forsaken place?”

Nilda thrust out her lower lip. “Why not? This place is closed to the public at night, and heavily patrolled by police bots to make sure there aren’t any derelicts around. Only executives such as we have the right to come and go here as we please.”

“A depressing place to hash out an alliance,” Erich said.

“I like coming here,” Nilda said. “This whole area is a testament to the horrors of the Singularity Wars, when the AIs fought against all organics and nearly won. We made them, and we paid for it.”

Malcolm stood a few paces away from them and ran a hand over his silvery hair. He wanted to get this over with. “The game’s up, Erich. Nilda told me everything. I just wanted to ask you a few questions before you get arrested.”

Erich offered him a gentle smile while looking at Nilda. “I knew it. You worked both sides, didn’t you?”

The old lady smiled back. “Oh Erich, I thought your little ploy would succeed, but it seems the pirates did get away after all.”

Erich crossed his arms. “You old hag. I knew you’d team up with Malcolm here to try and take my asset away. So who hired those damned pirates to steal from me? You or Malcolm?”

Malcolm pointed at Nilda. “It was her doing. I just decided to go along with it because if it did work, then you’d have gotten the chairmanship.”

“Yet it didn’t turn out the way you wanted either,” Erich said. “The pirates never handed my asset to either of you.”

Malcolm shook his head. “Unfortunately not. Instead we got a tense standoff on Horizon between our forces and the Concordance. Both sides are accusing each other of treaty violations. This could lead to a hot war.”

“And so we’re back at square one,” Erich said.

“Not quite,” Nilda said. “I can reveal to the general public that it was your actions in doing this secret research on your asset which led to the current incident on Horizon, and the actions of your contacts with the Concordance. You’ll be disgraced and out of the Committee, Erich. What you did was treason and you will be executed for it.”

Erich arched an eyebrow. How could she have known about my dealings with the xtid? He needed to find out more. “What a silly accusation. You can’t prove a thing.”

“It was the xtid ambassador himself who relayed the information to my people,” Nilda said with apparent relish. “Of course, the media will only report on you, since the xtid have pledged to cooperate.”

Goddamn worms betrayed me, Erich thought. He turned his gaze to Malcolm. “She’s just using you. She and I formed an alliance to block your chairmanship bid.”

Malcolm eyed them both with contempt. “You’re both snakes as far as I’m concerned. Nilda, give me the support of your block and I promise you a plum position behind the throne.”

Nilda sneered. “No, it was my information that’s going to put Erich away, so you should support me as chairman instead.”

“Like hell I will,” Malcolm said.

Nilda snapped her fingers, and another man appeared on the other side of the courtyard. He was carrying a laser pistol and began walking towards them.

Malcolm instantly recognized him as his own personal assistant, Buck Besa. “I told you to stay by the air car!”

Buck calmly walked over and stood beside the old woman. He aimed the laser at his former boss.

Malcolm staggered backwards a few steps. “What in the hell? You work for me, Buck!”

Nilda couldn’t help but grin now. “Your secretary here has decided to jump over to my side, Malcolm. He has also given me quite a few of the surveillance videos of your private life. Seems even your beloved wife doesn’t know about your predilection for little slave girls. Could you imagine the uproar once this scandal goes public?”

Malcolm’s eyes grew wide. “You wouldn’t dare!”

“I now have a hold on both of you,” Nilda said. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. You can either both end up being dismissed from the Committee, your lives forever ruined, or you both elect me as chairwoman. Your choice.”

“I’ll go with neither,” Erich said. “You may have done your part in taking away my asset, but the old research material is still in my possession, and there was a bit of a breakthrough, so to speak.”

Nilda gave him an incredulous look. “What are you on about?”

“The asset I tried to bring here seems to have some sort of energy field that proves lethal to symbiotes,” Erich said. “Although Subject Zero is gone, the years of research my people did on her did yielded one little new piece of technology.”

“And that is what?” Malcolm asked.

“This.” Erich held up his wrist smartcom and tapped its side. A shrill noise erupted from hidden loudspeakers along the courtyard.

Nilda grimaced in pain as she fell to her knees and began convulsing on the ground.

Malcolm looked about in confusion. “What is going on? What’s happening to her?”

The sound soon abated. Nilda stood back up, yet it was clear she had been shaken. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her speech had begun to slur. She pointed a quivering finger at Erich while looking at Buck. “Kill him.”

Instead of aiming at Erich, Buck pointed the laser at her instead and fired off a microsecond pulse burst. Nilda screamed as the intense flashes of heat tore into her rotund chest, and fell back onto the ground once more. She writhed on the floor for a few seconds before finally lying still.

Malcolm remained petrified. “What … what just happened?”

Erich pointed at the now dead woman on the ground while looking at Buck. “Go ahead.”

Using his left hand, Buck knelt down beside Nilda’s corpse and ripped open the back portion of her blouse. A dying symbiote flopped onto the ground after it detached from Nilda’s spinal column. Buck finally dispatched the alien with a second burst of laser fire. He stood up and stared down at the now charred alien with unemotional detachment.

Malcolm let out a deep breath and pointed to his former assistant. “You—you’re working for Erich then?”

Erich shook his head. “The real Buck Besa is dead. My operative here found out he had turned against you and begun sending info over to Nilda. When the time came, I had my man eliminate Buck and assume his identity. Nilda never knew what had taken place.”

Buck removed his synthetic hairpiece, revealing a blue-colored scalp underneath. “My name is Kierkegaard One.”

Malcolm could hardly believe what he was seeing. “A … a synth? But … but assuming another’s identity is against the treaties with your kind.”

Erich chuckled. “You and I have violated a ton of laws over the years, and now you’re suddenly telling him this? That’s rich coming from you.”

Malcolm wiped the sweat off his brow. “Nilda was a … symbiote host? How long have you known about this?”

“I found out just a few days ago,” Erich said. “My people hadn’t yet perfected a detection device, but I scanned Nilda thoroughly when she had a private meeting with me back in Switzerland at one of my places. I was trying to find her weakness, and it seems my researchers just got lucky.”

Malcolm stared down at the two corpses. “This is … this will be a major scandal. The public will go nuts over the news that one of the executive directors had a symbiote master.”

“So we don’t tell them,” Erich said. “We simply state that Nilda died due to an unfortunate accident.”

“But the vote for the chairmanship? It will be delayed for a long while if we announce that,” Malcolm said.

“The vote will go through,” Erich said. “Kierkegaard here can assume her identity just long enough for us to take the vote, then we can announce her demise after a few days.”

Malcolm had calmed down. “And so you’ll become the new chairman now? Over my dead body.”

Kierkegaard aimed the laser at Malcolm but waited for the order.

Malcolm snorted. “You think you’ve won, Erich? You can’t kill me tonight; I’ve told my people to release the information about your collusion with the xtid unless I give them a code.”

Erich held up his hand and waved Kierkegaard away. “My, my. It seems you were prepared too.”

“Damned right,” Malcolm said.

“Since I’m now in possession of your private videos, it’s a stalemate. I’ll offer you a compromise,” Erich said. “We use both our influence and vote for Kurita as chairman instead.”

“Kurita? He’s a dithering moron!”

“That’s right,” Erich said. “This way we can both rule behind the scenes. A truce, so to speak. Neither of us gets the chairmanship, for now.”

Malcolm thought about it for a minute. He strode over and held out his hand. “Deal.”

Erich shook it. He would have to finish Malcolm off in the future, but with Nilda’s demise, he had one less rival to fight against. Plenty of time to formulate new schemes. “Good. Let’s get moving. Kierkegaard can clean up this mess.”

Malcolm eyed him warily for a minute before turning and walking away. “I’ll have my people meet with yours by tomorrow. Goodbye.”

“I look forward to it,” Erich said. “So long.”

After Malcolm had disappeared back into the shadows, Kierkegaard turned and faced Erich. “Do you wish me to kill him in the future?”

“Not yet,” Erich said. “For now, I need to consolidate my gains. We’ll deal with him when the time comes.”

“Very well.”

“Those pirates who took my asset,” Erich said. “Gather as much intel as you can about them. Once I give the word, you are to destroy the Nepenthe, and kill every crewmember on that accursed ship.”
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