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Аннотация
The galaxy burns with the flames of war and both sides want Michael dead!
Michael never thought he would see the galaxy, not until he was abducted by aliens.
Believed to be a messiah by those that took him, Michael has found his legend growing with every adventure. Pirates, aliens, gangsters and marauding war fleets have stood in Michael�s way as he crossed the galaxy.
Now Michael is a wanted man, both sides in an interstellar war eager to get their hands on him. A new discovery grants safe haven to Michael and his followers, but an ancient evil threatens to upset the balance of the war and plunge the galaxy into darkness. Michael must face down this new threat and decide if he wants to be the hero everyone believes he is.
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THE TELLER OF LIES
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Chapter One

Michael ducked, the metal sailing over his head and clanging against the starship hull behind him. The food tray stuck to the wall, sliding slowly down it, a streak of thick mushroom paste trailing behind it. It was the second time this week a fight had broken out in the mess, the chamber the singular place where both competing factions were forced to intermix. Michael hated that the refugees had split into two camps, both sides arguing over a single point. Is Michael their messiah?
It had never sat right with Michael, he hated the idea of being worshipped, his every word written down and debated. Since being snatched from the Earth, stolen by an alien convinced Michael was his saviour, he had seemed to stumble through one situation after the next. Each time adding to his mystique and legend. Using his title-one Michael was still convinced was a cosmic mistake-in an attempt to save people from a doomed world had been an admission, a small one, that maybe he was this mythical Knower of Truths.
�Should I send in the bots?� Clive said, his digital lips moving oddly. The AI had formed an image from the cloud of nanobots that filled the halls of the ship, millions of tiny blue lights forming his face. He was getting better at it, though still seemed to struggle with copying the tiny muscle movements that served to bridge the uncanny valley.
�No, I would rather we didn�t. Might seem a bit heavy-handed.�
�I think I have enough control of the bots to not accidentally injure anyone. It would be over quickly.�
�You think? That�s hardly reassuring,� Michael said. He had watched as Clive had changed over the past few months, the AI becoming more confident, more easily able to control the systems within the ship. He had begun his life, if you could call it that, as a missionary robot. Clive�s android form had been designed by the Council to mimic a human. Earth was sacred to the Council, and whilst finding a race living there had been a surprise, they had happily turned this fact to their own ends. The missionary androids were a way of sending a holy race out to spread the word, without actually risking any of them.
�Well, my control has been increasing nearly exponentially. It�s a little strange, honestly. One day you�re a normal human, the next you�re� something else.� Despite Clive�s growth, he still genuinely thought he was human, a remnant of his original programming. It was impossible not to wonder if the changes in him were from the increased processing power of the ship, or if they would have come naturally over time. If his original body hadn�t been destroyed, his AI chip salvaged, would he still be the same person?
�Hah, well, I know all about that. Trust me.� Michael normally felt the need to correct the AI, to point out he wasn�t human at all, some strange sense of species pride working its way to the surface. He let this one slide, Michael had grown oddly fond of the AI and thought a little introspection was good for him.
�I suppose you would. Are you sure about the bots?� Almost on cue one of the strange machines flopped past. They were bizarre-looking things, spherical bodies covered in coiling metal tendrils of various lengths. It was a useful design, the bots could move about in a dozen different ways, completing almost any task they needed by manipulating their tentacles, but it was hard to shake the feeling that something was off about them. To Michael, they seemed like some lost sea creature, the kind of thing you would see in documentaries about the bottom of the ocean.
�I�m sure. Besides, I think Meggok has this.� Michael gestured across the mess hall, towards the blue-skinned alien behind the counter. He was all muscle, a towering man whose broad shoulders tested the limits of his apron. Meggok was an imposing individual at the best of times, a former gladiator with a winning record, the large kitchen knife he was holding was adding an extra layer of sinister to his glare, however.
�Stop this, right now.� Meggok didn�t shout, he simply raised his voice just enough to be heard over the din. Before being forced to fight in the pits of Ossiark, Meggok had been a professional chef. He and his husband had decided to travel to the casino world on their honeymoon, only to run afoul of its pirate king, Greddog. They had both allowed themselves a small celebration when he had fallen in battle.
The crowd turned to face him, utensils and trays held in their hands like weapons. Some of them had even scooped out the grey mushroom-based slime, an attempt at trying to create a stew, into their hands and were readying to throw it. Meggok knew it wasn�t his best meal, and he was personally sick of mushrooms, but the supplies they had been given to stock the ship consisted solely of them. They were miraculous in a way, they grew to massive size within a few days, required very little food and water, and had nutritional value far above ordinary fungus.
The mushrooms, along with the ship itself, were created by the Merydians, a race of short furry people, feline faces with squirrel-like tails. They had found the last survivors of that race hiding within an ancient structure that bent reality to its whims, expanding the space within until it was larger than the outside. It had been constructed as a means of surviving an ice age, as had the ship itself, and it wasn�t difficult to imagine the mushrooms were also the result of the technologically advanced ancient Merydians. They did make the perfect survival food.
�They started it,� squawked one of the crowd. Their rainbow feathered body, bird-like beak and strange nearly insectoid legs marked them as one of the Corticans. They wore a long robe that draped over their legs, it was covered in the mushroom paste. A thin straight line of blue plumage ran from between their eyes and down their back, a sign Michael had learnt meant they were a female.
The Corticans were strange looking, but Michael had grown used to them. Mellok, the alien who had snatched him from Earth was a Cortican. He had intended to bring Michael back to his planet, hoping his discovery of their messiah would entice his people to rise up against the Council. Instead, they had arrived to find an ambush, an empire known as the Substrate striking against both their ship and the planet. They had fought as long and as hard as they could, a refugee flotilla forming behind the ship�s shield, but ultimately the planet was made unliveable, its surface turned to seas of glass.
�I don�t need some speaker-bird preaching to me when I�m trying to eat!� The second figure was waving a spoon around like a dagger. Their skin was covered in dark green scales, their eyes swivelling as they spoke. To Michael, it looked like someone had squeezed a chameleon into a suit, the dark grey cloth with red lining giving away the alien�s role as a Council trooper.
�You�re lucky they let you onto the ship at all! This vessel is proof of the Knowers righteous power, a holy weapon. You are not worthy to step through its halls! Where was the Council when we needed it? Where were they as our home burned?� The female Cortican�s feathers shifted colour, settling on a deep violet.
�At war! Fighting to protect our territory. We can�t be everywhere at once. Who could have expected a Substrate dreadnought so deep into Council space?� The reptilian alien�s scales changed colour, matching the Cortican�s feathers, body language mirroring taken to a strange logical place. �That�s never mind the rest of that fleet! We did our best.�
�No-one is saying you didn�t,� Michael said, stepping into the gap between the two baying sides. The floating head of Clive followed him, whilst Meggok stepped out from behind his counter. �We�re not here to place blame on anyone.� Michael was lying, he did blame the Council. They were an aggressive empire, conquering in the name of their religion. They had finally found the goal in their crusade, Earth, but Michael didn�t expect them to stop there. As far as Michael was concerned, they had lain the foundations for this war centuries ago.
�They doubt you, Knower! They were openly saying so!� The Cortican skittered side of side nervously.
�Look, they can do that if they want. That�s their choice. I�m not making anyone believe anything.� Michael shook his head. He had spent all his time since leaving Earth denying the messiah title thrust upon him, except when it had benefited him. It had seemed a good idea at the time, using the claim he was the Knower as a way of convincing people to leave Cortica as it burned. Instead, he had simply made his life worse, at least the people who didn�t believe in him treated him somewhat normally. Michael had given up trying to deny it, paradoxically it only made his followers believe him more.
�That�s because he�s just some guy. I don�t even know what species this is!� The reptilian alien pointed a claw at Michael.
�That said, if you want to cause trouble you�re welcome to leave. Your own ship is still in the flotilla, right?�
�Well, I suppose��
�But you don�t want to do that, because it�s more comfortable on the Sword.� Michael hated giving speeches, despite his previous life as a tour guide. That never felt like public speaking, not really, it was just reading facts off a sheet. Facts Michael could deal with, and he knew his statement was irrefutable. The refuge ships were a mixture of cargo transports, military patrol vessels and ill-equipped pleasure craft. The Sword of Truth, to give the ship its full name, was designed to carry people fleeing from their world into the stars, it was built for this very thing. It had a proper kitchen and mess hall, washrooms, even a laundrette. The entire ship still hadn�t been explored, and more amenities were being discovered every day.
�Hah! Look how benevolent the Knower is! You cling at his mercy.�
Michael spun around. �That works both ways. I won�t have anyone causing trouble on the Sword, no matter who they are.�
�Twenty minutes, Michael,� Clive said. He was trying to be subtle, something impossible for a large glowing head.
�Meggok, you have things in hand here?�
�Oh yes,� the chef said, muscles bulging as he crossed his arms. The knife glinted under the light. Everything on the Sword seemed to shimmer, the ancient Merydians covering every possible surface with an odd pearlescent metal. �Plenty of volunteers to help clean up.�
* * *
Michael hopped off the cart, the wheeled machine trundling off down the corridor as he did. They littered the hallways, allowing easier transit across the enormous ship. Walking from the mess to the bridge would have taken a good thirty minutes or more.
Michael stepped through the doorway, into the bridge itself. The rounded chamber was large, designed for a much bigger crew than the handful it currently had. Mellok, the Cortican who had abducted Michael was where he usually was, sat at one of the stations that ran along the outer edge of the bridge, his beak stuck into some ancient Merydian text or news article.
�Michael, good timing. We�re about to finally drop out of jump space.� Aileena smiled as she spoke. The last few months had been rough on the mercenary, finding the crowds that now roamed the halls annoying. She was a tall woman, athletically built from her years of training. She looked almost human-like, aside from the pale green skin and the six eyes. She had two regular-sized ones, then two much smaller sets on each side of those. Michael hardly noticed them anymore.
�Finally! God, it feels like it�s been much longer than three months.� Michael followed her across the bridge. The other members of the crew waved at him as he passed. Brekt, Aileena�s mercenary colleague and fellow species member was sat at his usual console, near the front of the bridge.
Near him examining a diagram on a screen was Kestok, Meggok�s husband. Michael had trouble telling them apart sometimes, they were the same species and looked extremely alike. The easiest way of telling had become the way they were dressed, Kestok, like his husband, had been a gladiator when Michael had met him. Before his capture though, he had been a promising engineer, and had slipped into that role aboard the Sword. Grease-stained overalls or dirty apron, it was the quickest way to tell them apart.
Stood next to the engineer was his constant shadow, Skorra. The Merydian girl had happily come with them into space. She had technically been exiled, the Merydians had been angry at Michael and his friends, despite them saving their world. They didn�t understand what they had done and had taken it out on the young girl who had helped them. Still, Skorra didn�t seem to mind, and Michael thought exile or not she would have found some way to get aboard. Skorra had spent most of her life studying the Sword, trying to get the ship to work, and now wrangled her way into being Kestok�s apprentice, more or less. He seemed to enjoy the girl�s company, so it worked out.
�We�ve got about five minutes sixteen seconds before we exit the jump,� Kestok said. Michael knew he hadn�t been that specific on the timings. Communication between the crew was being facilitated by Mellok, the Cortican having the ability to psychically translate languages. Kestok had given a time measurement in his language, and the translation had adjusted it accordingly.
�Good, we can finally get our ship back to ourselves, send the rest of these people home.�
�Are they going to want to go home? Your little followers might kick up a stink,� Aileena said. She, like the rest of the crew, had been badgered constantly. Some people had even begun referring to them as �disciples of the Knower�. Mellok was the only one who didn�t seem to mind, being a true believer himself.
�We�ll cross that bridge when we come to it.� Michael cringed as he said it. Idioms didn�t always translate very well, and he had been trying not to use them. �It�ll be good just to be able to look out the window again.�
Aileena nodded in response. She knew Michael wasn�t being literal, the Sword didn�t have windows, but the strange effects of jump space made it dangerous to look at. They couldn�t even switch on the view screens for the external cameras, and it was strange how claustrophobic it made things.
�Get ready to exit,� Kestok said.
�The other ships are reporting ready,� Brekt added.
�Good,� Michael said. It had been a long time. They had set the Swords unique dual drive to plough a tunnel through jump space as far as it could, but the further you travelled the more time it took. Jump space still made little sense to Michael. �Let�s see where we are.�
* * *
The object hung in the air, projected by holographic emitters mounted throughout the bridge. The Sword had come bursting into real space, the flotilla following behind it. The ships had all come to an abrupt halt, unsure at what lay before them.
It looked like a planet, or at least, the top of it did, but it wasn�t a sphere. The object was a massive disc, continents and oceans laid out around it. On its rim was a wall of white, what looked like ice stretched around to contain the oceans. Beneath the disk dark metals spires trailed off, machinery attached to the world above. A glowing orb was moving slowly over the surface, illuminating the mountains and forests beneath.
�I�m� at a loss,� Mellok said. �Have you ever seen such a wonder?�
�Only in some online discussions. I know some guys on the internet who would be really happy right now. They were dead convinced the Earth was flat like this,� Michael said. He walked around the hologram, taking in the image.
�That�s stupid.� Aileena was doing the same as Michael, the two orbiting the flat planet like satellites. �Ignoring everything else, wouldn�t aliens arriving ruin their theory?�
�You would think so.� Michael stopped moving, staring at the image. �Anyone else thinking about going down there?�
The rest of the crew nodded as one. The enigma proving irresistible.
�Glad it�s not just me.�

Chapter Two

The news of the strange world spread quickly through the flotilla. It had been only a few months, but the forced contact had caused rumour networks to spread quickly, stretching out across the fleet like a web. Every ship had seen the odd flat planet as they had emerged from the jump, and the theorising had been immediate and near-infinite.
Two camps had quickly formed, the first claiming that the planet was a miracle, a gift from the Rhythm of the universe. How could it not be? The Knower had saved them from their dying planet, whisked them across the galaxy and now here was a wondrous new world. The second group was more cautious, claiming it was either a massive coincidence, or the plan all along, to arrive at this bizarre place.
Michael hated both theories. He agreed more with the second, that it was all one giant coincidence, though he wasn�t a fan of the elements that assumed malice on his part. Michael wasn�t surprised at the first theory, the legend that had built up around him seemed to be self-perpetuating. People thought he was the Knower, therefore everything he did was cast through that lens, further proof of his divinity.
He certainly wasn�t helping himself. Michael was stood on the bridge, adjusting his suit. It was getting threadbare, but it was the only clothes he had, his tour guide uniform he had been wearing when he was abducted. At one time it was brilliant white, a shining glossy thing that made Michael feel like a TV evangelist. Now it was mottled and stained, not even the technology of an ancient powerful race enough to wash away the past. The metaphor was lost on Michael, though it did not go unnoticed by his followers.
Before him, Clive was standing. He had formed a full body this time, rather than the floating head. Next to him was a glowing blue camera. The nano-machines in the air could film Michael from any angle, but Clive had generated the object both to act as a focal point and for his own amusement. The AI seemed to be enjoying his directorial debut.
�Ready?� Clive asked. The rest of the crew was assembled behind him. They didn�t need to be, the image sent across the fleet would be a composite, a digital Michael generated by recording a million angles at once. Still, it felt like the right thing to do, standing behind the slightly fuzzy image of the camera.
�No,� Michael said. �Not really. I hate all this attention, this Knower stuff. I feel like I�ve been clear on that.�
�Come on, this is what you were doing when I found you, right? Talking in front of people. And Rhythm knows you�ve spent the last three months getting complained at, breaking up fights, and having people hang on your every word. Let alone giving the speech you did at Cortica. This should be nothing.� Aileena was leaning against a console, her arms folded. At her waist was a weapon, a sidearm in a holster. They had acquired a large supply of weapons when they had fled Ossiark. Aileena was almost always armed as a matter of course, but she had been wearing her weapon more openly since Council troopers had been welcomed aboard the Sword.
That had been a point of contention amongst the crew. The last Council troopers they had encountered had been set on blasting holes in them. Aileena and Brekt had been against it but were outvoted. It wasn�t like the handful of Council patrol vessels in the flotilla were a threat to the Sword, and they were as much victims as anyone else in the fleet. Several of the troopers who had boarded had joined the throng worshipping Michael, whilst bots and nano-machines kept a close watch on the others.
�Yeah, but that was spur of the moment. This feels more� planned, I guess?� Michael shrugged. �It feels like a big step. I�m not in any positions to be telling anyone else what to do.�
�These people trust you, Knower,� Mellok said scuttling from side to side, a nervous tick shared with the rest of his species. �Though I worry about the reaction��
�You�re worried no-one actually believes and they all just leave. I would actually like that.� Michael smiled at Mellok. The alien had always been a true believer, pouring over documents, scrolls and fragments of ancient text, looking for spurious connections to prove his theories in volumes that would make any conspiracy theorist proud. Michael still didn�t quite understand how Mellok�s years of searching had ended up with a guy in his late twenties from London. Michael had tried to get the feathered alien to explain it once, in-depth, and he had felt like his brain had melted out of his ears.
�A lot of people would kill for a position like yours. Like the Council, just as an offhand example.� Just because she had been outvoted, didn�t mean Aileena hadn�t been vocal in her disagreement. �Like it or not, there�s a lot of power in a title like this. That�s probably why they wanted you dead, that need to keep a grip on their control.�
�I hate it, I feel like I�m lying. Like I�m misleading people every time I use it. Hell, as far as I�m concerned, I am lying. I feel like I would know if I was a messiah.� Michael let out a long sigh. He realised putting it off longer would only make it worse. �Let�s get this over with.�
* * *
The channel opened, the message transmitting between the ships nearby. Commander James Orson, former commander, he had to keep reminding himself, was standing before the holographic image. The other captains were sharing the screen, four small images staring back at him. It had been months since Orson and his crew, the first human ship in the Council fleet, had abandoned their post. They had hidden in the wreck of a larger ship during a ferocious battle, hoping to have themselves written off as killed.
The Council had not been honest with humanity when it had arrived in orbit around the Earth. Sure, they had been upfront about their religious nature, and that they had been searching for Earth for a long time. They had conveniently forgotten to mention they had cut a bloody swath across the galaxy for millennia to do it. Orson had seen enough records of genocides, indoctrination and constant oppression to make him sick. His crew had agreed with him, becoming willing accomplices in his plot.
Before they had headed into battle, Orson had left copies of stolen records with a trusted friend, hoping he would share it with the world once the fleet had left orbit. They had gone with that fleet, into battle, to maintain the appearance humans were cooperating. Now Orson had seen what the Council was capable of, he knew they had taken a soft touch with humanity. He had no plans on changing that, yet.
�Evening gentlemen. I trust you�re well.� Orson waited a moment for the translation software to alter his words. It was fast, incredibly so, but there was still a slight delay that could trip you up if you weren�t careful. It reminded Orson of more than one awkward video chat with his parents.
�Better for this victory,� snarled one of the aliens on screen. He had a thick layer of hair that obscured all but his pale blue eyes. There was a thin trail of smoke wafting up into the image from behind him, a remnant of the brief battle they had just fought. It wasn�t much of one, a short scrap against a single defensive satellite, but the Council was massive, its forces overpowering, any small win felt like it mattered.
�The first of many!� said one of the other images, a blue scaled creature, webs between its fingers.
�We better hope so,� Orson said. His fledgling movement wasn�t much, a collection of frustrated civilians more than anything else. Still, people had answered his call, and if he had to embellish a little to get what he needed, well that was the price of war. �The more of these communications stations we take, the more we can push our message out there. My men will prepare to board momentarily. Leave this part up to my marines, you�ve done well here, but you let the experts do their jobs.�
�But, Knower,� protested the hairy image, �we want to be there with you. To witness your glory!�
�It would be remiss of me to put you in harm�s way unnecessarily. Hold position off the station, I�ll contact you if I need you.� Orson pressed the switched to shut off the communications system. He leant back in the chair, his hands resting on his head.
�They�re eager, I�ll give them that,� Nguyen said, a tablet in her hands. �Marines are reporting ready, sir.�
�Not a sir anymore, Nguyen.�
�Feels weird to change a habit, sir.�
�Fair enough. I must say, I expected� more, for our efforts. People have been waiting millennia for this Knower figure, I assumed we would get a lot more interest. Some kid shouts the claim in a fucking gladiator pit and people believe him. I do something actually impressive, take something from the Council, and barely anyone bats an eye.�
�Know your audience, sir. The Council has held these people in their thrall for thousands of years. It�s going to take a lot more to stir the people up. The crowds on Ossiark were free people. Pirates maybe, but they aren�t the same as your average Council citizen.� Nguyen tucked the tablet beneath her arm. �You�re looking for freedom fighters amongst people who don�t know what freedom is. Not really.�
�You�re real good at your job, you know that, Nguyen?�
�I thought that�s why they picked us, sir. The Council that is, for the ship. First human ship was supposed to be the best of the best.�
�Supposedly,� Orson said with a smirk. �That means we would have to trust the Council has our best interests at heart. I don�t know about you, but I find that hard to believe. Honestly, I worry about Earth. It�s only a matter of time before gloves come off.�
�We�ll get there, sir. It�s a little bit at a time, right? Constant growth. This will be the third comms station passing on our message, and it�s taken a fraction of the time it took to do this between our first two. It�s all exponential, isn�t it? The more we spread our message, the more recruits we have. The more people we have, the easier it is to spread our message.�
�Well then,� Orson said, standing up from the comms station. He stepped across the bridge, taking his seat in the captain�s chair. �We better get to work.�
* * *
The image of Michael filled the ship, a blue hazy version of him appearing on every corner and by every doorway. Across the entire flotilla, his picture was being displayed by screens and communications holograms. The image fidgeted with its jacket nervously.
�Hey there, it�s me, Michael. Obviously. Some of you call me the Knower of Truths. Some don�t. That�s fine, you do you and all that. So, it�s been, well not a blast exactly, more of a tolerable family visit, if I were to rank it on how good a time it�s been. Not that you�re my family, but-�
There was whispering from off-camera.
�Right, sorry, sorry. I can ramble a bit. I�ll cut to the chase. We�ve come out of the jump tunnel. We don�t know exactly where we are yet, apparently, navigation software is struggling a little bit. Something about not detecting pulsars. Honestly, all this space stuff is new to me, so I haven�t got a clue. Either way, our intention was to save who we could from Cortica, and now we�re all out of jump, you�re obviously free to do what you like. Head back to Council space, go somewhere else, we�re not going to stop anyone.�
The image changed, shifting from Michael to the object hanging in space, a whole world stamped to one side.
�I�m sure you�ve all seen this by now. Now, like I�ve mentioned, I�m no space expert. Being lost and ending up next to a strange structure seems highly coincidental. Suspiciously so. So, we�re going to go poke around. And by we, I mean volunteers. There�s a whole planet down there, and if we�re right about it being linked to the navigation problems, it�ll take a long time to explore it without help. I can tell you from experience that going to weird unknown alien places is dangerous.�
The image shifted back to Michael, the planet-like construct fading.
�That�s all I wanted to say really. I know some of you think a lot of me, and I thought it was worth reaching out, well not in person, but close enough. The quicker we get this done, the quicker people can get back to their lives.�

Chapter Three

Michael hoisted the bag over his shoulder, grunting under the weight of it. When the flotilla had formed, not all the ships were capable of making the long jump journey, and their contents were transferred over to the Sword. The bag had been salvaged from the pile of assorted junk that had worked its way into one of the Sword�s cargo holds. It looked like it was leather, but had a strange texture to the touch, softer than Michael would have expected. It had been sat in a pile for nearly three months, so Michael considered taking it for himself was fair gain.
Within the bag, Michael had packed everything he could think of that might be useful. Packed food, canteens of water and two separate sidearms. He still wasn�t sure on using them, it felt wrong to hold a gun in his hands, and he was a rubbish shot. It seemed like a good idea anyway, memories of pirates, gangsters and monsters still fresh in his mind. So far, the galaxy seemed like a dangerous place.
Michael turned and looked at his reflection. There was no mirror in the room, but if you got close enough to the metal walls you could see yourself in the shine. The room itself had started near empty but had slowly over the months become filled with stacked dirty food trays and half-eaten lunches. Michael wasn�t the cleanest person to live with, and he had somehow proven that despite the situation making it almost impossibly difficult.
Michael stepped carefully over the stacked pile of rags on the floor Michael had been sleeping on. The ship was full of rooms like his, hundreds of them, each a large chamber with multiple beds set into the wall. Each of these was raised off the ground, designed for Merydians, the race natural climbers. They were too difficult for Michael to climb into, and even if he could they were two small and any mattress that had once been there had long since dissolved into dust. It wasn�t ideal, Michaels back ached constantly from sleeping on his pile.
Trays clattered as Michael knocked a stack over, grey mushroom remains splattering over the floor. Michael sighed loudly, even he had his limits.
�Clive?� Michael said. He waited a moment, allowing the image of the AI to form. It wasn�t strictly necessary, Clive was fully capable of projecting his words through the invisible swarm of nanobots that filled the ship. Taking a form like this seemed to please the AI though, and the crew encouraged it, preferring this option to hearing a disembodied voice.
�Yes, can I help, Michael?� Clive�s image was less glowing than usual. The AI seemed to be tinkering with his appearance constantly. Tweaking it until he considered it perfect, though that seemed to be a never-ending chase.
�Does your, uh, offer, still stand?�
�It does. You�re finally looking at taking it up?�
�I suppose,� Michael said, as he looked around his room mournfully. �I�m not going to be on the ship, so it seems like a good a time as any.�
�And you�re sure? You were very resistant to the idea when I brought it up.�
�Yeah, yeah I am. I just don�t like people touching my stuff, you know?�
�Not really, I don�t have much� stuff. I guess you could count people walking around inside me. Is my body stuff?�
�I suppose so.� Michael just shrugged. Clive constantly stated he was human but was also acutely aware his mind was inside a starship. He seemed to completely ignore the contradiction. �Doesn�t the gut have bacteria and stuff in it though? Isn�t it the same thing?�
�Bacteria generally aren�t creating this,� Clive said gesturing at the room around him. �Or when they do, metaphorically, people get sick.�
�Fine, fine. Just don�t change too much, I have a system.�
�Total randomness?�
�It�s not totally random! I remember where things are. It�s what do you call it? Organised chaos.�
�I�m going to have the bots scrub every surface. Everything. Down to the metal. I�ll have them throw out that dirty pile of rags whilst I�m at it.� The cloud of microscopic machines forming the image of Clive adjusted his face into a look of disgust. The expression, combined with the projections straight cut suit and slicked-back hair, reminded Michael of more than one of his previous bosses.
�That�s my bed. I can�t sleep in the Merydian ones,� Michael said.
�That�s depressing. I�ll do you a trade. You let me clean this room with the bots, top to bottom, and I�ll have them put together an actual bed for you. With a real mattress and sheets. Something us humans are more used to.�
�You�re both not a human, and you don�t sleep.�
�A bed fit for a king.�
�You know what, fine. I would love to see this bed. I have no idea where you�re going to find one, but it has to be better than what I�ve been sleeping on. My back is killing me.�
�I can get one of the bots to look at that for you? Maybe crack your back?� With a timing too convenient to be an accident one of the machines that roamed the ship slithered into the room, the door opening automatically to allow it through. The machine flexed its tentacles, the tips rubbing against each other. It was as if it were cracking its knuckles, though it lacked any actual digits.
�No, no, that�s ok. I�ll cope,� Michael said. He found the bots a little unsettling. They looked to him like some deep-sea animal cast in metal. A little more alive than a machine should look.
�Suit yourself,� Clive said, his voice echoing from inside the bot. It reached down with a tentacle, scooping up an empty tray. �There�s a cart waiting to take you down to the shuttle bay. Everyone else is waiting on you, better get a move on. Besides, I have work to be doing in here. A lot of work.�
* * *
The Seeker wasn�t a pretty looking ship. Maybe it had been, once, when it had sat brand-new in a shipyard, it�s parts still gleaming. Now it looked worn, tired, its hull scratched and dented from the abuse it had taken. It was a miracle it was still space-worthy at all. It hadn�t been that long ago the Seeker had crashed into a planet, skimming across an ice field and landing in a chasm. The repairs were a testament to Kestok�s skill. It still had its basic shape, that of a cylinder rounded at one end, like a bullet, the control deck visible through the curved glass. At the opposite end of the cylinder was the set of four main engines, whilst mounted to the front and back in pairs were the boxy swivelling sub engines that allowed the ship to take off and land vertically.
The crew had been referring to the chamber where the Seeker was held as a shuttle bay. It wasn�t exactly accurate, the Seeker was much larger than a shuttle, and the chamber had enough space to fit another ship of its size. Michael had put forward the name �the hangar� from the way that the Seeker was held in place by magnetic cables, just slightly above the doors below it. The pun hadn�t survived the translation it seemed.
There was a crowd gathering around the Seeker, all trying to argue with one another, their voices fighting until only a mangled din was audible. Michael recognised the noise. The people of Council space all worshipped a concept called the Rhythm, this idea that reality was a song, spiralling out from a single universal drumbeat. Council space was so vast, its races so varied, that despite the constant indoctrination from a young age, each world had a slightly different take on scripture. The noise he could hear was what happened when you got enough differing religious interpretations together, the people involved merging into a kind of sentient argument, wandering the halls and constantly adding to its mass, snaring others in its trap. Michael had felt like he was being hunted by these wandering crowds on occasion, his role as Knower making him the focus of several of the debates.
�Michael! About damn time, you were supposed to be here ten minutes thirty-two seconds ago,� Aileena said. She was standing atop the ramp that led up to the Seeker�s airlock, her arms crossed as she blocked the way.
�Just getting some stuff,� Michael said, shrugging the shoulder with the bag. For the first time, he realised that the movement of Aileena�s mouth matched what she was saying, even with the oddly translated time. He wondered if the psychic link was altering his perception. He pushed his way through the crowd, working his way up the ramp. �What�s going on here?�
�It�s what you asked for, volunteers. This lot are arguing over who gets to travel with the vaunted Knower and his disciples.� Aileena rolled all six of her eyes. �I hate that, disciples. It implies I�m following you like some little lost scorax-pup. Not my style.�
�No, you were following me for the money.�
�True, and look where that landed me? I�m not going to see a single coin. Mellok says his finances went up in smoke with his planet. So, that�s that then.�
�I�m sorry,� Michael said. Despite Aileena being the one to hold a trigger to his back, marching him onto Mellok�s ship and off the Earth, he knew she was counting on this money to help rebuild the monastery where she was raised. It was hard not to feel bad for her.
�I don�t need your pity.�
�No, I know. I�m sorry.�
�You�re still doing it.�
�Yeah, I�m-� Michael began. He cut himself off before he could finish the thought. �I hear it now. So, you haven�t let anyone aboard have you?�
�No. Mellok wanted to though. You know he loves discussing this stuff. The Seeker is just going to be me, you, Mellok and Brekt. Anyone else who wants to go down will have to get a lift on one of the other ships making the trip. There�s plenty of them. More than I expected honestly.�
Michael nodded. A full two-thirds of the flotilla had offered to travel down to the planet. It was just shy of a thousand people all in. Michael hadn�t expected such a response, though he suspected the eagerness to travel to the strange artificial planet below less about his request, and more about snatching a piece of the potentially valuable find. He should have realised that the most devout would want to travel with him personally.
�Ok everyone, listen up. This ship, it�s full. No space.� It was a lie, the Seeker had plenty of crew cabins, and more than enough space to cram dozens into the cargo hold. �There�s going to be ships docking in the next few hours you can catch a ride on.� Michael had no idea if that was true. The noise from the crowd rose into a frenzy, it sounded like a wave crashing against rocks.
�We�ve got a cargo vessel docking in an hour, the Lav�tok,� Aileena said, thankfully confirming Michaels assumption. �Plenty of room for you all to board on that. Kestok and Clive are running the Sword in our absence, they can direct you if needed.�
�You heard the lady.� The crowd roared in answer. �Get moving along. This is her being reasonable. You would not want to make her angry at all.�
�All right,� Aileena said. �No need to make me sound so nasty,�

Chapter Four

The Seeker slipped out into space, escaping from the belly of the Sword. The two ships were stark contrasts to each other, differing not only in size but in design. The Seeker was minuscule compared to its counterpart, the vast ancient ship looming above it. The Sword seemed to shimmer in the starlight, it�s outside coated in the same pearlescent metal as the interior. The ship resembled its name, wide at the back but sweeping to a point towards the front. The flotilla assembled around it looked like gnats hovering around some great grazing beast.
It was hard not to be impressed by the Sword, though Michael felt a little bad for it. The Sword had survived thousands of years buried in the side of a mountain, undamaged by its crash and untouched by the hands of time. It had been woken from its slumber only a few scant weeks when it had been thrust into battle, suffering more damage in a few short minutes than it had in a thousand years. The outside of the ship was fine, protected by its miraculous energy shield, the exotic energies of weapons fire absorbed by the shield and then released in its own retaliatory blasts. The constant building energy had overloaded multiple conduits within the ship, starting several fires. Kestok and Clive had restored what they could, finding a stash of spare parts in one of the ships expansive cargo holds, but they both advised against using the shield, except in an emergency. This fact had not been shared with the flotilla. Even a single Council patrol ship was a threat to an effectively unarmed vessel.
The Sword and its small fleet had been left at a reasonable distance from the object. That had been the subject of some debate, Kestok and Clive arguing that the Swords advanced sensors would be more useful closer to the planet. Ultimately, they had come around to Michael�s point that so far everything had tried to kill them on some level, and agreed safety was the better choice. They had somehow lucked their way into the Sword, losing it would be wasting a once in a lifetime opportunity.
The strange planet hadn�t moved, its flat surface still pointing off into space, illuminated by its artificial sun. The lack of any real star close, or at least close on a relative scale, provided at least the knowledge that they were within the void that existed between systems. This slim bit of information didn�t help them, the galaxy was just too vast for it to be useful. Aileena had tried to explain how navigation worked to Michael, talking about using pulsars as galactic locator beacons, using the unique nature of each to orient themselves. Michael had grasped that, but when Aileena had started talking about wavelengths and frequencies she had lost him.
As the Seeker flew through space, its engines pushed out unfathomable force, the G forces damped by complex technology within the ship itself. Within, the only hint that the ship was moving was the slowly growing object before them, a flat world rushing to meet the glass of the control room. Behind the Seeker, the others followed, a swarm of ships heading to the world below. Each were seekers in their own way, of glory, the thrill of exploration, some religious truth, or simply a way home. Everyone who descended onto the flat surface of that world was looking for something, even if they didn�t know exactly what that was.
�So,� Michael said, sitting back in his chair. The seat lacked any cushion, instead, being covered in thick blue gel with just enough resistance to prevent you from sinking into it. Michael knew from unfortunate experience that the gel was smart on some level, adjusting itself to absorb crushing forces, even growing over the seat�s occupant if needed. Some of the gel chairs in the control room had been damaged by the same crash that had wounded the Seeker, splattering apart as the forces grew beyond its tolerance. In the intervening months, it had grown back, self-regenerating until it seemed like new. Michael wondered if it were the result of some complex computer program, some manmade design, or if the gel was alive in some way, a creature simply healing back to its base state. �Where are we landing? The docks?�
�Docks? I can�t see any buildings?� Aileena was sat in the pilot�s chair. She leant forward, peering at the sensor results floating before her.
�No, it�s a reference to�� Michael shook his head. He sometimes forgot that the people around him were from cultures literally alien to his own. �Never mind, there�s no actual dock. Think of it more like a metaphor. We need to find land somewhere useful, but still away from the others. There�s no point clumping up together.�
�Makes sense,� Brekt said. The mercenary had a soft singsong voice, the voice of a man so sure in his abilities that taking on any other tone was unnecessary. Brekt had the same kind of energy about him as a panda. A total overwhelming calm born from the knowledge that because he could tear your arms from their sockets, and that because everyone else knew that, it would never be necessary. �We should choose somewhere close to water and relatively flat. Near to trees or plant life would be good. We don�t know how long we�ll be down here. If we could get maybe near some kind of sheer face so we could build a shelter covered from one side, that might be good as well.� Brekt seemed oddly excited.
�That�s some specific advice there,� Michael said.
�I like to take my kids camping when I�m back home. It�s fun, but it�s also useful. You never know when a job might go wrong and you need to hide in the wilderness on some random planet.� Brekt had dozens of children, something he was more than happy to share, proudly showing an impressive pile of images to anyone who would ask. He and Aileena had mentioned more than once that the only real careers for anyone from their world were as either a farmer or a mercenary. Teaching his kids about the wild made sense for both of those.
�I must confess, I wish someone had taught me when I was younger.� Mellok was sitting on the gel-covered couches that ran across the back of the control room, his insect-like legs folded up beneath himself. Michael stifled a laugh, Mellok looked like a duck coasting across a pond. �My search for the Knower led me to some places that would certainly count as wilderness. A lot of the most ancient temples are not well maintained.�
Michael struggled to picture Mellok delving through jungle, machete in hand as he strode boldly up the side of ancient temples in search of some sacred secret. The image conjured two-fisted pulp heroes, not slightly doddering and often overly formal birds.
�Well, I guess it�s up to Brekt then. Closest thing we have to an expert on the matter.� Michael suddenly became aware that his suit probably wasn�t the best attire for exploring. It wasn�t the best attire for anything, being slightly too tight in all the wrong places. Replacing it hadn�t been an option. It wasn�t like the Sword had a clothing rack that Michael could just wander down to. He shrugged. It would have to do.
* * *
The cloud of machines forming Clive�s face shifted, twisting the mouth of the image into a smile. He was standing in the entrance to the chamber, arms wide as the lights across the room switched on, illuminating the machinery within one section at a time. Clive had called Kestok and Skorra down within the bowels of the ship, into the unexplored areas, controlling the carts that whisked them to him. Clive had been insistent, promising something particularly exciting for the engineers.
�What am I looking at?� Kestok said. The room was full of strange machines, but that wasn�t particularly unusual for the Sword. Clive had adapted quickly to running the massive vessel, but a lot of its rooms and functions were a mystery even to him. Kestok wasn�t sure if it was because Clive wasn�t designed for his new function or if the Sword had safeguards for its AI controller, limiting its overall power.
�So, it�s kind of a funny story. I promised Michael I would replace the pile of rags he was using for a real bed. Honestly, though, I had no idea where I would start with that. That�s when something switched on in my head.�
�You had an idea?� Skorra said. She was still sat on the cart, her bushy tail dangling off the back of it. A pair of goggles were sat upon her head, the strap tucked behind her tall ears.
�No, I mean something actually switched on. A function of the Sword I didn�t know about until I needed it. Like the shield. This,� Clive said gesturing at the room behind him like a showman announcing an act, �is the constructitorium.�
�The what?� Skorras face scrunched up, her feline nose wriggling. It was a face she often pulled when trying to puzzle something out, normally a question posed by Kestok.
�Constructitorium.�
�We�re not calling it that,� Kestok said. �More importantly, what does it do?�
Clive looked crushed. �Oh, well. It makes things.�
�What things?�
�Anything. You remember that station we shut down? The one making all those part-built ships?�
Kestok nodded. It was hard to forget, the ancient relic had swept the planet below with an energy wave, disintegrating what it touched and reforming it into random ship parts, an old and broken component of a once impressive shipyard.
�Well, it�s like that, but not as advanced. We can put things in, the machines recycle them, then pop out something new. So, if we put some scrap metal in�� Clive thought for a moment. His image vanished, his cloud of nanobots reforming near one of the strange-looking devices. �Here we are. We put some metal in this one, the machine breaks it down, rearranges all the bits, then spits out what we ask it to. There�s even this thing.� Clive vanished again, reappearing across the chamber. �This thing lets us break down and repurpose biological matter. Imagine the possibilities!�
�I�d rather not. That sounds disgusting, frankly.� Kestok strolled towards the nearest machine, his hands running over it. �So how variable is this? If we put in say, iron, do we just get iron out?�
�Yes, there�s no changing of the elements themselves, it�s just reshaping them, but still, extremely useful.�
�There�s no doubting that. Just one more question though?� Kestok arched his back as he spoke, stretching his muscled frame. �Think we could make one for me and Meggok as well? The Merydian beds are the worst.�
* * *
The Seeker shuddered, fire pouring over the control room glass. The last time this had happened, the Seeker had been in free-fall, threatening to crash. Now it was controlled, a flashy display, but harmless. Michael was shocked the atmosphere reacted like this at all, he somehow hadn�t expected it, the flatness of the world confusing him.
Flat. He kept thinking of the thing below as that, a flat planet hanging in space, but that wasn�t strictly true. The seas, continents and the wall of ice were just one facet. The object was massive, the spires trailing from the bottom of the squashed world reaching out into space. They looked faintly threatening, a mass of jutting angular shapes crammed together. It was like the object was fighting against itself, a tangle of daggers strapped to the bottom of a world. Everything about it felt sinister, like a warning intended to cross any language barrier. Michael realised his second thoughts were useless now, the Seeker committed to its descent.
�You ever think,� Michael said. �That maybe we�ve not made the best decisions?�
�All the time,� Aileena said. Michael hadn�t expected the admission from her. �The trick is to just go with it. Own your mistakes, do something about them.�
�I might have to steal that for the next speech I�ll have to give.� Michael felt the gel forming around him. The gravity plating that controlled their momentum failed close to a large gravity source, and the shaking of the ship was starting to get noticeable. The gel was doing its best to keep the ride comfortable. �Well then, let�s go own this mistake.�

Chapter Five

Orson rested his hand on the sidearm at his waist. He wasn�t a timid man, not by any measure, but meeting new prospects always made him nervous. They were trying to run a fine line, making enough noise and trouble to attract new members to their growing organisation, but keep low key enough to fly under the Council�s radar. The sheer size of the Council helped, news took a long time to work its way from system to system, messages travelling by courier ships, but there was always the chance that the Council would get wise and try to sneak someone in undercover. From what he had seen, subtly and subterfuge weren�t exactly the Council�s style, but it would be stupid not to assume a large galactic empire wouldn�t have an intelligence service of some kind.
Orson had met his share of intelligence operatives in his time in the air force. His transfer to NASA had come as a relief, no longer having to deal with politics and backstabbing. After making two trips to the international space station, Orson had retired, intending to live out his life in a small Florida condo. Spending his days soaking up the sun and listening to Jimmy Buffet records whilst he sipped at the kind of drink worthy of a vibrant umbrella. Then the Council had arrived, and Orson had been called back to service.
The creature before him would have been strange to him, during his brief retirement. Now it was normal, the staggering array of life in the galaxy wholly unsurprising. It was interesting how quickly humanity had adapted to having aliens walking amongst them. Some people had resisted it, their perceptions clouded by science fiction movies. More than one conspiracy theory about the aliens had sprung up, about how they were conquerors and that this was the first step towards them harvesting the humans for meat, or implanting their young into human chests, or both. Orson wondered what those people thought now, his stolen records proving those theories at least somewhat correct.
�Thank you for agreeing to meet us, Knower,� said the lead alien. He bowed as far as his frame would allow. His body was a mottled green rigid shaft, held upright by a small set of insectoid legs at the bottom. Thin arms emerged from the opposite end, whilst the creature had a pointed head tipped with mandibles. Its eyes were obsidian orbs, constantly darting around the room. It wore a short leather jacket that barely covered a third of its torso. Behind were two creatures of the same species, identical to Orson aside from the pattern of mottling on their shells. They reminded him of stick insects he had kept as a child.
�It�s my pleasure. Always good to meet people interested in our cause.� Orson kept his hand on his weapon, the posture hidden by the table before him. His ship, The Gallant, wasn�t large and lacked a meeting room of any kind, so Orson had asked for the aliens to be escorted to the mess. He had been using the kitchen table as a planning area, and papers were scattered over it. Two marines stood at his flanks, the once vivid red of the Council trooper armour sprayed a dull green. The colour change was partly a refusal of what the Council stood for, but it was also practical. Bright red armour worked well when you were trying to project fear, letting people know your soldiers were on every street corner, but not so well when you were trying to maintain some level of secrecy.
�And interested we are!� the lead alien said, his fingers waving as he spoke, the digits weaving amongst each other. His voice was an odd sort of low drone, and it took a moment longer than usual for the translator in Orson�s ear to catch up. �Ours is a people with little love for the Council. They harvest our world�s forests, scouring the land of life, our kind forced to cut down the trees in which they once lived.�
�You have my sympathies.�
�Forgive me, Knower, but I don�t want your sympathy. I want action. I want to strike back at the people who savaged my planet. Our world was once mostly forest. Now it is a wasteland, centuries of harvesting it meaning it will never recover. And for what? Expensive furniture for priests preaching unity and salvation from a pulpit made from the bones of a dead world.� The alien let out a long hiss. The complicated software in the ship�s computer couldn�t translate the expression, but it didn�t need to, Orson knew instinctually it was a pained sigh.
�I understand. Your ship, your crew, tell me about them.� Orson glanced down at a tablet before him. He was expecting an update, but it hadn�t come through yet.
�The Ick�charr is a cargo transport. We�re unarmed, but we can still be useful. Perhaps to carry soldiers or supplies. We are not many, six in total. We have little combat experience, but my crew is willing to learn.�
�I�m glad to hear that, Mr��
�Ivix. Though I believe the Mr honorific is male. I am female.�
�I apologise,� Orson said.
�It�s fine. Mammalians often have trouble with that, you would not be the first, nor last, to get it wrong. The galaxy is a confusing place, so many different people and customs, even within the Council.�
Orson nodded. He wasn�t afraid to admit he found even human genders confusing. A kindly cousin had tried to explain it to him during a family barbecue once, explaining what they had meant by stating they were non-binary. It had taken a few hours before Orson had understood it. He would miss his family, the weekend barbecues, the social media arguments, the awkward Christmases, all of it. He would miss his wife Maria most of all. Orson was under no illusions he would make it back to Earth anytime soon, if ever. Trying to free Earth from a galaxy-spanning empire wasn�t something he expected to achieve in his lifetime.
�You aren�t wrong there. The galaxy is an interesting place.� Orson glanced down at his tablet. There was still no update. It wasn�t a good sign. �Well, I will consider your application. Gentlemen, can you take our three guests to guest quarters please whilst I consider it?�
�Yes, sir,� replied the marine to his left. The Council marines assigned to the Gallant were all human, the concept of the first all human crewed ship a propaganda push on their part. The marines had seen the same things as Orson and had all been part of the discussions that had led the Gallant down its current path. They had all agreed on it, not a single solider voicing a concern. The men and women were multinational, a deliberate attempt by the Council to prevent national pride interfering with the running of the ship. It had backfired somewhat, the crew bonding over a shared love of their planet instead.
�Thank you,� Orson said as he stood up. �If you excuse me, I have some work to attend to before I make my decision.�
* * *
Sergeant Taylor readied her weapon, holding the alien rifle to her chest. She was still not used to it, the thing had almost no recoil to speak of, and its sighting wasn�t particularly good. It was a weapon designed to look impressive more than anything, and whilst it could certainly kill, she missed her trusty SA-80. They tended to jam sometimes if there was too much dust or sand, but it felt more useful in an actual fight. Taylor knew that there was certainly more worthwhile weapons out there in the galaxy, but the standard Council rifle was all they had been given.
She was sitting in the shuttle, her armour clanking as she bumped up against the other marines. That had been an adjustment at first, Taylor was used to Kevlar and a helmet, not an entire body-fitting suit of armour. It made Taylor feel like a robot, the whirring of servos and synthetic muscles as she moved didn�t help. The armour was heavy, and provided automatic assistance to the person inside it, interpreting her movements. Taylor had imagined lifting cars when it had been explained to her, but the truth was that it was just enough help to offset the weight of the armour. Military equipment not living up to promises was apparently a galaxy-wide thing.
�Ready up in two, marines,� Taylor said. The shuttle shook as it attached itself to the docking clamp. Taylor wasn�t a marine, not really. She had been former SAS, and the rest of the squad on the gallant had been drawn from a dozen different services. Navy seals, Russian Spetsnaz, and even Israeli �Oz� Commandos thrown together. The idea was for the first human Council unit to be the best of the best, but the Council had paid little attention to what each special forces unit actually specialised in. They had collectively settled on marines as a designation, the Council preferred the term trooper, but everyone agreed it sounded a little sinister.
The other marines just nodded inside their helmets- their weapons ready. There was only four of them, including Taylor, and even then, the alien shuttle was cramped. It wasn�t the ideal first meeting with potential allies, boarding their shuttle in secret and using it to sneak aboard their ship, but there weren�t many other options.
�Clamp is on, airlock is sealed,� Nguyen said. The woman was sat in the pilot�s seat, the only one with any real training in operating alien vessels. Nguyen had rapidly become Orson�s second-hand woman. �Huh, no response from the door. Reattempting. No response again. The airlock is sealed on their side.�
�Not a good sign,� Taylor said. �Ok marines, looks like no-one is home to let us in. We�re going to have to breach. Get ready.�
Taylor stood up, stepped across the shuttle towards its airlock door. It wasn�t wide, designed for a single person. Thankfully the doorway seemed built to Council standards, Taylor had seen the strange thin insectoids as they had disembarked, and she didn�t relish trying to squeeze through doors sized for them in her armour. The other marines followed, lining up behind her.
�Helmets on?�
The marines replied the affirmative in unison.
Taylor nodded, pushing the switch to open the door. She unhooked a small device from her belt, a dull grey object the size and shape of a brick. She stretched it in her hands, the lump proving malleable. She squeezed it out, pressing the substance around the outer edge of the door. Her task done, she stepped back.
�Are we ready?� Nguyen asked. Like the marines, she was wearing a suit of combat armour.
�Opening the outer door now.� Taylor tapped a control on her wrist and the grey substance outlining the door began to glow orange, the light rising until it was blinding white for a moment. It faded as quickly as it had begun, the door falling away with a clang, the heat burning a neat circle in the door.
�Next block, sergeant,� said one of the other marines passing another lump of grey.
�Thanks, ok, line up behind me. Corporal, stay at the back, let the marines go in first.�
�Don�t have to tell me twice,� Nguyen said. Like the others, she was a soldier, but she wasn�t special forces. She knew to let the experts, or as close as they had, take the lead.
�Ok, placing charges. Get ready to breach.�
* * *
Gruvax was crouched behind a crate, weapon in his hands. He knew they were coming, the alien traitors. Sure, the shuttle pilot had spoken his language, but any translator could do that, and they had forgotten to give the passphrase. It meant Ivix had failed in her attempt to infiltrate the rebel group, either dead or captured. Gruvax and the others would make sure that whoever was coming aboard now would pay at least.
He looked around at the others spread throughout the chamber. The interior of the Ick�Charr was almost entirely composed of a single vast cargo bay, and the airlock emptied directly into it. There was six of them total, all clasping what weapons they could find, mostly sidearms.
There was a fizzing noise, followed by a bright light. The airlock door fell away and they opened fire, bursts of light and fury erupting from the barrels of their guns. The shots vanished into the dark of the airlock, fired wildly and unprofessionally. Their barrage was answered by a single silver orb which sailed out from the darkness, rolling across the hold.
The orb exploded in a blast of sound and light, blinding those looking directly at it. The marines followed, their helmets darkened to absorb the light. They fired as they advanced, killing the stunned defenders almost trivially. It was over in moments, skill and professionalism proving their worth.
�Clear,� Taylor shouted as she swept the leftmost corner. The marines replied in kind as they moved through the hold. �Ok, Ivanov and Nguyen with me. Jacobs and Han, you secure the engine room. We have proof now the ship is hostile. Take prisoners if you can, but the priority is to take the ship.�

Chapter Six

Michael pressed his nose to the glass as the Seeker searched for the ideal landing spot. Everything below looked so pristine, a perfect untouched wilderness. Trees rustled as the Seeker flew over them, the arrival of people already impacting the environment. It could easily have been the wilds on any one of a thousand worlds, were it not for subtle reminders that it was all constructed. A suspiciously straight river here, a strange isolated mountain there. There was an unmistakable sense that everything had been placed, rather than growing naturally. It reminded Michael of playing certain video games, the ones where you got to play God. He always got bored eventually in those, it was too easy to create perfect little worlds that just looked after themselves. He wondered if that was what had happened here, that the builders of this place had perhaps simply gotten bored.
The trees gave way to a vast plain, one that stretched out towards the ocean ahead. Michael realised for the first time there was no beach, no stretches of radiant sand.
�Hey, uh, there�s no sand. At the coast. That�s weird right?� Michael lifted himself away from the glass, wiping off the smog that had formed from his breath with the cuff of his jacket.
�It is unusual.� Mellok was stood to the side of the glass, taking his own look at the world below. They could easily have projected images from the ship�s sensors onto screens and holograms, but it simply didn�t feel the same as looking at it in person. �It�s highly unlikely there are any tides in this place, but there should at least be something, from the wind and rain. Perhaps some unseen system is removing it? Maybe the stone isn�t really that, but some other unknown substance? It�s hard to say, Knower.�
�I�m not sure on this place,� Brekt said, still sat in his co-pilot�s seat. �It feels fake. It�s like a garden, just massive. It feels wrong.�
�You�re just being a big baby,� Aileena said, her hands wrapped around the controls. �Besides, you never camped in the garden as a kid?�
�Didn�t have a garden, not really. My parents were farmers, closest thing we had to a garden was the fields. That or the barns and trust me you don�t want to be bedding down in there. Viort don�t make good sleeping partners. Too many tentacles.�
�Right well, fair enough. The monastery had quite a big garden. Well, I say garden, but it was full of combat robots. They would have us camp there and try not to get caught. For training.�
�What happened if you got caught by the robots?� Michael asked.
�Then they would give you a very good reason not to get caught again.� Aileena looked stony-faced, memories of something horrible rising to the surface.
�We had a garden when I was a child,� Mellok said. �A rather large thing. Took several gardeners to maintain. I remember my mother fretting about it during a particularly cold winter. Apparently, some of the flowers did poorly in our environment at the best of times.�
�I�m sorry,� Michael said. �When you say estate, you mean large country home, not scummy council houses?�
�I wouldn�t say large. The garden was only a few miles across.�
�Miles? Miles across?� Michael shook his head. He knew Mellok had a lot of money, that was how he had recruited Aileena and Brekt after all, but Michael had always considered Mellok a monk of some sort. This revelation about the feathered alien�s rich upbringing tainted his image a little in Michael�s thoughts. It immediately brought to mind a certain sub-set of people Michael had come across in university. They were the kind of people who saw no issues in telling a person who could barely afford cheap ramen that they should be eating vegan and organic instead. These were the same people who proudly shouted about their green credentials but still travelled to every music festival by car and then left the tent in the field.
�There,� Brekt said, changing the subject. �See that island? We�ll camp there.�
Mellok and Michael returned to the front of the glass, each craning their necks to try and spot what Brekt was talking about. Up ahead was a lake, within the centre of which was a large island, half wooded on one side. The trees reach the shoreline, giving way as one half of the island rose above the water, finally flattening out into a grassy area that ended in a sheer drop into the lake.
�We�ll land on the plateau, the one side is natural protection, on top of the lake itself. We can try and scavenge supplies in the forest, and we can use the ship to cross the water. Suits us perfectly.�
�Unless anyone else has a differing opinion, I�m bringing the Seeker in,� Aileena said. The others just shook their heads in agreement. �Go sit down. It should be a nice soft landing, but you never know with our luck.�
Michael followed her advice, walking the ramp to the upper level and sitting into a chair. He felt himself sinking slightly as the gel took his weight. The console before him blinked happily, waking up automatically as it detected his presence. Not that Michael knew how to use it. He had intended to try and learn, to get the basics of alien technology under his belt, but simply hadn�t found the time. Constantly dealing with arguing factions aboard the Sword had consumed the last three months of his life, any ideas of self-improvement evaporating.
* * *
The light from the fake star above was oddly warm. Not just in temperature, but in tone. It felt like an enormous lightbulb was hung over the landscape, rather than a roiling ball of nuclear fire. In a way that�s exactly what it was, the circling object nothing more than a cosmic lamp. It wasn�t helping the overall sense that the planet was counterfeit. Everything the eye touched felt wrong, just slightly off in a way that was imperceptible aside from a vague sense of uneasiness. Even the soil and grass was strange underfoot. It was curious that people from three vastly different worlds, with different ideas on what a planet should be, all felt the same thing. It was almost like the planet had been designed by committee, landing on a result that no one would ever be truly happy with.
The Seeker had settled onto the plateau easily, the grassy area atop it flat enough for the ship to rest on the legs that had emerged from the bottom. In fact, it was bizarrely flat. Michael was confident he could put a spirit level on the surface and find it was perfect.
Around the Seeker, Brekt had begun unloading supplies, mushrooms stored in the same crates the Merydians had provided them in, though the contents were new. Meggok had worked out a way of growing them, and the fungi spread quickly through his makeshift garden aboard the Sword. Where exactly he had gotten the fertiliser for them from Michael hadn�t asked, but the supply had seemingly risen with the population of the ship.
The rest of the supplies scattered about were things salvaged from the ships unable to make the full jump journey. A dozen differently designed bottles held safe drinking water, whilst a large sheet of cloth had been folded atop the pile. Brekt was currently trying to assemble a frame with branches cut from the nearby trees, one he intended to drape the cloth over to build a makeshift shelter. It didn�t seem necessary to Michael, they had the Seeker, after all, the thing had a kitchen, beds, bathrooms. He felt like they had all the shelter they needed right there, the Seeker being akin to a flying house. Brekt had been insistent though, and the others had just let him carry on.
Michael was laying on the grass, its shade just a little bit too green, staring down into the crystal waters below. They were still, unmoving, only a faint breeze daring to ripple the surface here and there. There didn�t seem to be anything within the lake, at least not that Michael could see. No fish or insects, or what passed for those out amongst the stars. Michael hadn�t seen any animals at all, and he wondered if the flat planet was simply devoid of any non-plant life.
�Currency unit for your thoughts?� Aileena said, sitting on the grass beside him. She leant over the edge, looking down at the water.
�Just daydreaming, staring at this lake. It�s nice. A little bit too nice, you know what I mean?�
�I do. It�s weird here. Even the light feels wrong. I don�t think we should stay here longer than we should. It sits wrong in my gut. We shouldn�t be here.�
�Nice and cheery,� Michael said. He pulled a clod of dirt free from the ground. It wasn�t dry, but it wasn�t wet either, holding a perfect medium in between, just like the rest of the planet. Michael tossed it into the water with a plop and watched the ripples work their way out into the lake.
�Just trusting my feelings. There�s something here, watching us. It�s like we�re on some holovid set, or in a simulation, or in some book. I keep thinking someone is going to spring out from behind a bush and reveal it was all a trick.�
�As long as they�re nice about it, I don�t think it would be so bad.�
* * *
Gurrit stepped across the grass, feeling it beneath his hooves. It felt good, like home. He missed the feel of the plains under them. The metal deck of the patrol ship was cold, harsh. Gurrit had signed on as a trooper to explore the galaxy, to discover new vistas and savannahs, but had found the harsh realities of service quite the opposite. Trapped perpetually on a ship, station or base. When the chance to step foot on an untamed wilderness had come up, when the alien calling itself the Knower had asked for volunteers, he didn�t hesitate.
Gurrit had argued with his captain that they should respond. There had been less resistance than he had expected. Commander Horsk was a crotchety man, his scales as thick as he was stubborn, but he had agreed quickly once Gurrit had pointed out that there should be at least some Council presence on the world. Once whatever was blocking navigation was dealt with it would allow them to stake their claim on the strange relic, and this misplaced sense of patriotism is what Gurrit had leveraged. He didn�t care, not really, not about the Council. He just needed to get off the patrol ship. Horsk had refused to allow his men aboard the Knower�s ship, despite the rest of the patrol vessels caught in the flotilla doing it, and three months cramped into a ship not designed for long journeys was starting to wear at Gurrit.
�Everything clear out here?� Jurlt said, handing Gurrit a warm mug, the light from the planets fake sun glimmering on the brown liquid. Jurlt was a trooper like Gurrit, and he too had been eager to land on the strange flat planet. In Jurlt�s case, it was about progressing his rank. Being part of a crew that added such an obviously valuable artefact to the Council�s empire was likely to be a big career boost.
�Not a thing.� Gurrit turned his ears, large bat-like things that swivelled around on his head. He had removed his helmet, a long tall thing specially designed for him, letting the atmosphere that clung to the planet wash over his face. He didn�t know how it was possible for there to be one, but that was a problem for people smarter than himself. �It�s silent out here. Too much so. I can�t hear anything.�
�No animals?�
�Nothing at all.� Gurrit took a sip from the cup. It was full of warm sutcha, sweet with a lingering bitter aftertaste.
�That�s weird, right?� Jurlt said. He put his own cup to his lips, before realising it was empty. He shook out the last few drops onto the grass at his feet. Jurlt was covered in a thin blue fur, his face ape-like and tusked. �Your lot are supposed to have good hearing.�
�We do, just means there isn�t anything out there.� Gurrit shrugged, taking another big swig of his sutcha. �Either that or the stuff out there is stealthier than anything else in the known galaxy.� Gurrit looked down at his drink. It seemed darker- the glimmering light gone from the surface. He turned, as the shadow behind the two troopers loomed over them.

Chapter Seven

Night, like everything else about the planet, was strange. The sphere that acted as the planet�s star projected its light like a lamp, shining it onto half the world at the time. This meant that when its gaze turned away, the beam of light was still visible, meaning it was never truly dark. It reminded Michael of trying to sleep whilst someone else was in an adjacent room, light bouncing down the hallway into his bedroom. He couldn�t get to sleep, even if it were totally dark, he had become used to the Swords artificial day-night cycle, and according to his body is was early afternoon. Michael wondered if space-lag was a thing, he assumed it must be.
�We�ve got a problem,� Aileena said, walking down the ramp of the Seeker. Everyone else was sat under Brekt�s makeshift awning, enjoying a fire he had set just in front of it.
�Not even a day here,� Michael said, miming looking at a watch that wasn�t there. �A new record.�
�Just got a message from one of the volunteer ships, a Council patrol ship, from a Commander Horsk. He was screaming and raving, claiming we�ve done something to two of his troopers.� Aileena ducked under the fabric sheet, it had been stretched over a cuboid frame Brekt had assembled using only branches and a thick vine that grew around the trees. She took a seat next to the others. �Hardly surprising, this is the guy who refused aid from the Sword.�
�Happy to use our jump corridor though,� Brekt said.
�Why did he even volunteer then?� Michael lent back, resting his hands on the grass. �That�s a bit of a weird change of heart isn�t it?�
Aileena crossed her legs, placing her hands on her ankles. �Not really. It�s so they can stake a proper claim to this place, plant the metaphorical Council flag. Makes perfect sense if you ask me. Still, though, he�s blaming us for the missing troopers, like we personally did something. I would bet that he doesn�t actually give a shit about them, it�s just a convenient excuse to position us as the bad guys. You have to remember he�s working from an assumption the Council will be able to take over this place, once we work out what�s blocking navigation.�
�He sounds just charming. But why do we have a problem? Unless he�s going to come marching up the hill with his armed men, he�s just an angry voice on the comm.� Michael shrugged. He knew, deep down, what Aileena was going to say next, but he didn�t want to acknowledge it. There was always a problem it seemed, no matter where Michael went. He thought maybe he was cursed, rather than the messiah the aliens thought he was. Maybe there wasn�t a difference.
�Because, if two troopers went missing, something made them disappear. Which means there is something on this planet. Come on, you knew that.�
�I thought maybe if no one said it, it wouldn�t be real. They could have just deserted? Decided they�ve had enough of the Council and run off into the forests?�
Aileena shook her head. �I�ve never heard of someone deserting the Council. I can�t imagine they would take it very well. I�m not saying it�s impossible, but it doesn�t feel likely.�
�You have to remember Occam�s razor though,� Michael said. The blank stares told him the translation hadn�t been clear. �It means that the simplest solution is usually the right one.�
Mellok removed a small tablet from within his robe, his finger tapping on the screen happily. He had begun writing down samples of what Michael said, things Mellok considered to be worthwhile holy quotes. Michael realised this was how religions become codified, distorted through the lenses of what the followers thought worthwhile to remember, rather than what was actually said. Michael wasn�t a religious person himself, he didn�t discount it, but it had never had a big place in his life either. It was simply, there, something other people did. As a child, his family would celebrate Christmas and Easter, but more as an excuse to give presents and eat chocolate than anything else.
�We have any other information, aside from just them being missing? Not a lot to go on.� Brekt said. His head was brushing up against the canvas, having misjudged his height compared to the structure he had built. He had intentionally made it smaller, necessitating that you sit beneath it rather than stand, but he had gone a little too far to comfortably accommodate his frame.
�Not really. We know where the Council ship is, so we have a general location,� Aileena said. �Still, it�s basically nothing.�
�Wait,� Michael said, waving his hands in front of himself. �You want to go looking for them? We could just leave it to this Horsk. He has other men that could search, doesn�t he?�
�He does, but let�s be honest, it�s our only lead. We haven�t seen any buildings, from either scans or by eye. No entrances to the structure below, no people, nothing. This at least is something. A lead is a lead. It could just be an animal, or they fell into a hole, or something benign. We still need to at least check though. None of the other ships has reported anything.�
�God, I wish you would stop talking sense.�
�Glad you agree, because you�re coming with.�
�Wait, what? Why me? Why not take Brekt? If something happens, he�s at least useful in a fight.� Michael didn�t like where this was going. Camping on a pleasant looking, if fake, countryside was far different than traipsing around it searching for trouble.
�Because Brekt can fly the ship. He�ll have to drop us off then return to the campsite. And let�s be honest, you�re still better than Mellok in a fight. No offence, Mellok.�
�None taken, I agree with you. There is a reason I hired mercenaries, after all. I prefer to leave such things to professionals.�
�Can we not take everyone? Use the actual ship to look?� Michael wasn�t relishing scouring the countryside on foot.
�Best not. If it is an animal, you may scare it,� Mellok said. Michael shot him a glare.
�He�s right,� Aileena said, standing up from under the canopy. She stretched her hands out towards the fire. It had gotten colder, the fake star projecting warmth as well as light. �Plus, this pair can investigate elsewhere, in case this is a dead end.�
�Splitting up never ends well for us,� Michael said.
�We�re already split up. The rest are up in the Sword.�
�Well, I meant, more split up. The arena, being chased by ice crabs, working for weeks as a salvager just for a single part. It�s never been great when we divide the group.�
�All of those ended fine. Besides, we�re going for a stroll in the woods, basically, and the others are just sat watching us. They�re probably bored. How much trouble could we get in?�
* * *
Clive stroked his digital chin. This was trouble, he knew it. The machine hadn�t acted as intended. Kestok and Skorra, with the help of some bots, had thrown in a pile of scrap metal. That was straight forward at least. Clive had set the program, inputted the design he wanted, and started the machine.
What had come out was not what Clive had expected. Not what anyone could have expected, at least not any reasonable person. The machine had broken down the metal, rearranging the component atoms into the desired shape. It had taken a few hours, the machine lowering to cover the scrap, then rising once its job was complete, steam escaping with a hiss as it had opened.
It was a bed, at least that much was clear. Four legs, a metal frame with rods to support a mattress. It even had a headboard, a simple flat panel, but functional. It was almost the platonic ideal of a bed, the design thrown together by Clive, his program never expected to be creative in the least. No, the problem was a lot stranger. It was the fact the bed was moving, galloping around the chamber, metal legs bending like they were limbs.
�This� this is weird. I can�t think of any other way of describing it. Just Rhythm damned weird.� Kestok shook his head, his hands tucked in the loops of his tool belt. �I don�t even understand how the metal is moving like that. It�s well, metal, aluminium, it doesn�t do that.�
�I think it�s amazing,� Skorra said, her ears twitching as she spoke. �It�s alive. We put something in a machine, and it came to life!�
�I don�t think it�s supposed to do this,� Clive said. His form flickered, vanishing from where it was and appearing nearer the bed. It backed away, startled despite having no obvious head or eyes. �I mean, why would you build a machine like this? What would the point be?�
�Might be useful for colonising a new world or something, lets you build your own beasts of burden, in a way?�
�Maybe, but what about the bots, they don�t work like this.� Clive moved his image again, returning to his original point. As he did, the doors to the chamber opened with a hiss, and three bots slithered through, more scrap metal wrapped in their tentacles. �I think building anymore would be unwise, not until we�ve worked out why it does this.�
�I mean, sure,� Kestok said. �But why did you bring down more scrap then?�
�I didn�t. I assumed you commanded the bots.� Clive peered at the machines. He could control them directly, if required, pouring a sliver of his mind into them. He had set most of them to run semi-autonomously, constantly being badgered by the people living within the ship had gotten boring, and he had simply assigned a number of the machines to do menial tasks on demand. �Hmm, that�s strange.�
�That�s not a good hmm. What�s the matter?�
The bots began to move again, heading towards the waiting construction device. �They aren�t responding. This is very bizarre, normally the bots feel like extensions of myself. It feels a little like my fingers aren�t listening when I tell them to move.�
There was a clatter as the metal was tossed into the area beneath the machine, where they had loaded the materials that had become the living bed.
�Ok, is there a manual switch off?� Kestok said, walking towards the machines. He didn�t get close, the nearest bot simply flicking one of its thicker tentacles. It slammed into Kestok. He was a mountain of muscle, taller and wider than anyone else on the ship except his husband, but the blow sent him reeling backwards.
�Kestok!� Skorra ran to the fallen engineer, her hands frantically pawing at him.
�I�m fine, bit bruised but ok. Clive, shut down the machine.�
�I�m trying. It is being� petulant.�
A loud slam filled the chamber as the machine fell to the ground, the scrap metal vanishing inside itself. A light began to glow from within, as it had done when it had created the bed. The living piece of furniture was cowering in the corner, away from the machine.
�Just, as a rule,� Kestok said. �From now on, if we find weird machines on the ship, we should probably keep them switched off.�
* * *
Gurrit opened his eyes, only to find everything around him was dark. It wasn�t pitch black, a tiny sliver of light creeping through ahead of him in a thin line telling him he was in a room of some sort. He didn�t remember much, simply a shadow looming over him, then falling into unconsciousness. Gurrit could feel something cold on either side of him as he reached out. It felt like smooth stone, like the pebbles on the beach near his mother�s house.
�Jurlt?� He shouted. There was no reply. �Jurlt?� Still nothing. Either Jurlt was still unconscious, or Gurrit was alone here. Wherever here was.
The door swung open, and Gurrit recoiled as the light poured in, blinding him. He felt something wrap around his arm, pulling him to his feet. He stumbled out from the cell, into the room beyond.

Chapter Eight

Michael�s legs ached. All of him ached in truth, but he was focusing on his legs, trying to block out the rest of the pain. They had been walking for hours, wandering the countryside around the landed Council patrol vessel. Aileena had recommended against meeting with the Council commander, not until he had calmed down a little. Instead, the Seeker had buzzed over the landed Council ship before dropping off its passengers nearby.
Michael had stared down at the patrol vessel as they had flown over it. It was larger than the Seeker, its metal glittering in the fake sun. The ship had large spiked prongs wrapped around its central hull that tapered to a point, making the vessel look like a claw ready to strike. Michael knew from experience the ships had a single cannon mounted to the front of the hull, having been the target of a similar craft before. He wondered what the commander of that ship, a man called Orson, was doing now. Michael hadn�t expected to meet another human in space, never mind finding one shooting at him. They had parted on at least semi-agreeable terms, having been forced to work together to escape the pirate planet of Ossiark.
The constant wandering didn�t seem to be bothering Aileena in the slightest. She was taking it in her stride, almost literally, looking calm and composed compared to Michaels constant sweating. On her back, she carried a fearsome-looking rifle, all sharp edges and ominous glowing lights. Aileena had offered Michael one, but he declined, instead sticking with the small sidearm he had been practising with. She had simply nodded in response, placing the weapon she had offered back onto the rack.
The bag looped over Michael�s shoulder was starting to rub. The bag wasn�t designed to be carried for a long period, the material rubbing uncomfortably as he walked. Michael had filled it with water bottles and packets filled with a kind of dried mushroom Meggok had made, an attempt at a meat-free jerky. It wasn�t the most palatable thing, but Michael had gotten used to the taste over the past few months. He was amazed at the foods he had begun to miss. It was the simple things really, bread, milk, a bag of ready salted crisps.
�I�ve got tracks here,� Aileena said, crouching low. She ran her hand across the ground. �Two long streaks, like something being dragged.�
�Our missing troopers then?� Michael hadn�t spotted the tracks, not until Aileena had pointed them out. They were barely dents in the grass, her superior eyesight proving its worth. Michael had been annoyed at first, at how every other race seemed to be better than humans at something. Eventually, he had realised his hearing was superior to the rest of the crew. Only slightly, but it was a tick in the humanity column.
�Could be. But if they�re being dragged, why is there no tracks for whatever was pulling them? Something doesn�t seem right.�
�We don�t have anything else to go on. Besides if it isn�t them, then it�s our first indication of there being something on this place at least. It�s worth following up on either way. God, I can�t believe I�m actively saying we should go towards the possibly dangerous thing.�
Aileena allowed herself a chuckle, a rarity for her. �Yeah, we don�t have the best track record, do we? Still, it always seems to work out. Going to Ossiark netted us some useful crew and a bunch of guns.�
�We lost all our money though.�
�True but getting away from there led us to Merydia. And helping there got us the Sword.�
�I don�t think we can chain coincidences together to prove something a good idea.� Michael had said this particular line until he was blue in the face during their three-month journey. People were constantly attributing luck as proof of his divine purpose. �We also damaged the Seeker, got chased by monsters and had a young girl exiled from her home.�
�Skorra doesn�t seem to care much.�
�She doesn�t seem to care now. That will change. Trust me, no matter how much you might have hated living somewhere, you�ll miss it eventually. It�s her home, her people. You can go home anytime you want. Me and Skorra can�t.�
�Or Mellok,� Aileena said. Her words felt sharp, barbed, and they cut into Michael as she said them.
�Or Mellok. Tell me how that worked out in the end? Nothing good came of that. That fleet was there for us. It�s our fault those people died.�
�You can�t take the blame for that. You didn�t start bombarding a planet, you didn�t give that order, or press the button to fire. You�re not responsible for something horrible someone else does, even if it is to spite you.�
�That�s easier said than done.� Michael let the bag drop from his shoulder. He stretched his arms, trying to get feeling back into his joints. �Everything we do, good or bad, just seems to snowball into something else. And then it gets added to this stupid Knower thing, this legend. It just absorbs everything. Something happens to me, it�s because I�m the Knower. I do something, It�s because I�m the Knower.�
�Reputation, it has its own power. We�ve talked about this before.�
�Yeah. You know, it reminds me of something, from Earth. There�s this TV show, right? An entertainment program. There�s a scene in it where a character leans on the bar only to find it isn�t there and falls over. For years, years and years, whenever there has been a poll of funniest TV moments, it wins. It�s like that right? The show is popular, and this particular moment is iconic, and whilst it is funny, it isn�t the funniest moment of all time. How can it be, when so much is produced in a year, and it�s a sixty-year-old show at this point. You�re telling me we perfected comedy six decades ago? No chance. Yet, it keeps winning.� Michael was gesticulating furiously at this point, lost in his rant. �But it wins every year. Why? Because it kept winning previously. Everyone knows it�s the funniest moment ever, because it�s won so many times in the past. So, it must be the funniest now. The reputation of being the funniest keeps it winning, which builds the reputation, and so on.�
�I think I understand. Is it not funny then?�
�It�s funny, but in that Christmas cracker kind of way. It�s inoffensive, everyone can enjoy it on some level.�
�I have no idea what a Christmas cracker is,� Aileena said. She stood up from her crouch, her six eyes narrowing as she followed the tracks off into the distance.
�It�s like this paper tube that� You know what? Never mind.� Michael lifted the bag over his shoulder. His rambling had seemingly restored his strength. �Let�s get going. The quicker we find these guys, the better.�
* * *
Orson looked at his new prize on the view screen before him. His marines had taken the ship quickly, finding the defenders within poorly armed. Their attempts to stop the boarders had been amateur at best. It was a shame, Orson had hoped for more allies, but another ship for his growing resistance movement was something at least.
Thankfully, none of the marines had been injured. To Orson, they were more valuable than any ship. Without them, his plans were dead in the water. The small gaggle of resistance members he had assembled were not trained soldiers, and whilst he had sent marines to their ships to begin teaching them, they were a long way off serving in the frontlines. Without the marines, boarding a ship or station was out of the question.
�Nguyen reports the captured ship is ready to follow, sir,� Johnson said. Like the rest of the crew, shaking loose the old military habits was proving hard. �Should be useful, a cargo ship like that.�
�It will, though it�s a shame about the crew. We could have used more people.� Orson shook his head. He had always considered that it could be a trap, that the Council could pretend to put forward recruits. That was why he always had them come aboard by shuttle, then sent that shuttle back full of his own marines. The people who had joined had always understood his reasoning, once their ship had been thoroughly inspected. Orson knew it wasn�t sustainable, not in the long term. They would need to work out some other system of recruitment before long.
�I think, sir, that we will always be needing more people. Considering the uh, size, of the enemy.�
�A fair point, Johnson.� Orson drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair. �I suppose I better go and talk to our guests. I wouldn�t want to keep them waiting.�
* * *
The doors slid open with a hiss, light pouring through the opening into the room beyond. Orson stepped inside, the guards flanking the inside of the door nodding as he entered. The thin insectoids were sitting awkwardly on the floor on the other side of the room. The guest quarters as they had come to be known, used to be a storage room, its contents emptied out and distributed amongst the growing fleet. The room had been intended to act as a makeshift brig, getting its name from a dark sense of humour common to trained soldiers.
�I demand to know what is going on,� Ivix said, her antenna jerking about furiously as she spoke. �Why are we being detained here?�
Orson allowed himself a smirk. �I would think you know that. Unless you plan on telling me you didn�t know about the armed people waiting aboard your ship. A lot more people than you claimed there were aboard, to begin with. You�re not going to claim that, are you Ivix? Let�s skip the bullshit why don�t we?�
�Go devour your mother you filthy mammal! You won�t get shit from us.�
Despite all the difference between Orson and Ivix, the chittering mandibles, the exoskeleton, the multifaceted eyes, the alien had reacted exactly as Orson had expected. It was the same as anyone he had interrogated in the past. First came the anger, the rage at being captured.
�Big words for someone trapped on an enemy ship with no weapons. And trapped you are. We have your ship. Your people fought to the last, so you can at least have pride.�
Enraged, one of the aliens began to launch themselves forward, diving with impressive speed. They weren�t, however, quicker than the marines guarding the door. There was a single loud crack as the rifle�s barrel flashed green and the alien�s torso exploded, a thick black slime made of blood and entrails splattering across its companions.
�You�re an idiot if you think the Council is going to stand for your actions. You�ll be crushed beneath their heel, like everything else.�
Orson crouched, bringing himself closer to Ivix. He wiped a fleck of blood from his shoulder. �When you spoke to me, told me of the Council laying waste to your forests, you were speaking the truth, I know you were. You really meant it. You hate them for all the pain they have caused your kind. And yet you still try to help them?�
�My world is ruined. Doesn�t mean my life has to be. The Council controls everything. That�s just the way things are. You play their game or get crushed. Handing you over to them would have set me and my people up for life. I couldn�t give a vilix�s ass about my planet then.�
�Very patriotic of you. So, you�re just vigilantes. Interesting.�
�You know what�s interesting,� Ivix said, her spittle dribbling down her mandibles. �That you think that you can just claim you�re some messiah and that people will come running to you. You think you�re the first person to try that? Knower of truths? You�re full of shit. More of a Teller of Lies, that title suits you better.�
�Maybe.� Orson stood up. �We�ll leave you on the next comms station we take. You�ll have some food, long enough for a Council ship to stop by. Hopefully.�
* * *
The tracks had led across the countryside, directly to a large cliff face that loomed over Michael as he stared at it. There they had stopped, almost like they had vanished into the side of the cliff. Michael wasn�t relishing trying to climb it, the fall was far enough it would do some serious damage. He considered making a call to Brekt, the communicator bracelet wrapped around his wrist, but Aileena had told Michael to hold off for the time being.
She was stood directly in front of the cliff face, staring at it. Something had gotten her attention, something Michael couldn�t see. She placed a hand on the rock face and began to climb.
�If you think I�m climbing up there, then you�re mad,� Michael said. His skin was still bright red, flush from the long walk, his breath coming back to him.
�Something isn�t right here,� Aileena said as she continued the climb. She stopped about three metres from the ground. �The rock face here, it�s� different. Something about it feels off.�
�Looks fine to me.�
�Advantages of having these eyes.�
Aileena touched the stone where it looked different to her and was surprised to find no resistance. The wall seemed to ripple for a moment as she pulled her hand back. She touched it again, this time sinking her hand in as far as her wrist. She could feel an edge under her hand and pulled herself through, vanishing into the wall. A moment later her head reappeared, floating disembodied on the rock.
�It�s a hologram. A really good one too, most races I think would never know the difference.�
�We�re going to go inside, aren�t we?�
�I�m already inside, so��
Michael rubbed the sides of his temples. �This is a terrible idea. I�m just saying that upfront so we�re clear.�

Chapter Nine

Skorra ran, adopting a four-legged gait common to her people. They were arboreal in nature, excellent climbers that had once lived amongst the trees, before the coming of the ice. Skorra had spent much of her youth trekking out to the Sword�s resting places in the mountains, investigating the fallen starship. That had meant more than one encounter with the icy monsters that prowled the planet. Skorra was no stranger to fleeing for her life. What was new was needing to do it from a herd of animated beds.
The bots had continued their march, grabbing what scrap metal they could find and dumping it into the machine. Clive had tried in vain to stop them, his image vanishing as he dedicated all of his processing power to trying to override the machines. The production seemed to be getting faster, the beds being spat out at an accelerating rate. The herd had grown bolder as it expanded and was now trampling down the halls of the Sword. They weren�t aggressive, but like wild animals they were causing carnage simply from their size alone, knocking carts aside and threatening to idly trample people beneath their metal legs.
�Up here,� Clive�s voice said. A panel opened on the roof of the corridor, an access hatch unlocking. Skorra proved her species impressive abilities, leaping from the floor directly through the open hatch without even stopping her run. She found herself in a narrow maintenance shaft, tight even for her slight form.
�What�s going on, Clive? Any luck with stopping these� beds?� Skorra had always considered herself a scientist and engineer amongst her people. Most would have found the realisation that all their theories were wrong embarrassing, but for Skorra it had been a revelation. She had absorbed everything she could about the Sword and science behind it, and whilst she didn�t grasp everything yet, she was excited to try. Skorra knew that Clive wasn�t a person, at least as she understood it. Instead, he was a computer program, running in the circuits of the Sword.
�I�ve tried locking some of the doors to keep them corralled but the bots keep overriding the locks when they need to pass through. It�s slowing them down, but it�s not perfect.� Clive let out a sigh, an unnecessary affect for an AI. �I do have a theory about the creatures. Yes, creatures sounds right. The nanobot levels within the ship have dropped noticeably since production started.�
�Those are the machines so small we can�t see them, right?� Skorra had spent several hours getting Kestok to explain the nanobots to her. �Does the level of them normally fluctuate?�
�Somewhat. There is always some small decrease, generally from those of them that work their way into the more acidic guts of some of our passengers. Thankfully the reserve supplies are enough for several centuries at that rate,� Clive said. Without the floating image of him, his voice seemed to be all around Skorra, echoing through the tunnel. �This drop is much larger, more noticeable. I think, possibly, that they�re being consumed in the production of these bed creatures.�
�You think that�s why they�re alive?� Skorra had seen where Clive was going, racing ahead of his thought process as easily as she had leapt through the hatch.
�Possibly. It might explain the flexible nature of the metal perhaps, if the nanobots are acting almost like joints.�
Skorra thought for a moment. The Merydians, or at least their current society, had only a basic understanding of electronics. Robotics was the realm of the history monks only, nearly forgotten stories from before the ice. In those tales, those campfire fables, the marauding machines were often stopped by lightning from the gods or by stepping into electrified water.
�Is there a way of disrupting nanobots. With electricity? Or something similar.�
�Hmm. Perhaps. The nanobots aren�t particularly well shielded, only so much space on the microscopic level after all.� There was a shimmer of blue light as Clive generated himself a body. The tight nature of the maintenance tunnel meant it was only a few inches high. �There�s a good idea here.� The image turned, pointing off down the shaft. �Take the second left, then the third right. I�ll open the hatch so you can drop down. You�ll find Kestok there. I�ll let him know you�re coming, and we can start work on putting something together.�
�Right,� Skorra said. She nodded, her ears brushing against the roof of the tunnel.
�In the meantime, I�ll try and find a way to stop more of these things being made. And get control of my bots.� The tiny glowing Clive shuddered. �It feels like part of me isn�t doing what my mind tells it. I don�t like it at all.�
�I could see how. So, second left, then the third right?�
�Yes. Though I suggest you hurry. It�s getting rather difficult to keep the creatures out of certain sections of the ship.�
* * *
Michael fell through the hologram, knocking his chin against a cold metal floor. His face hurt, but he was glad to find there wasn�t a drop hidden behind it or some dangerous contraption. Instead, there was a tunnel disappearing off into the cliff, it�s walls clad in dull grey metal. It seemed familiar, Michael taking a moment to realise it matched the coating of the spires that hung from the bottom of the world. Along this wall were small circular lights, each giving out a dull yellow-tinged glow.
Aileena was already striding ahead, eager to explore the corridor further. At the end was a sharp turn, obscuring what was beyond.
�Are we sure this is a good idea? We should get Brekt and Mellok down here,� Michael said as he clambered to his feet.
�If something goes wrong then we risk losing them as well.� Aileena looked down at her wrist. �You have a sort of semi-point.� She lifted her wrist nearer her mouth. Around it was a thick brass bangle. Within the shining metal was a complex communications device, powerful enough to reach into space, the signal punching through the atmosphere. �Brekt, you read me?�
�Yep. Any luck?� Brekt�s soft voice seemed quieter than usual like the tunnel was dampening the sound.
�We�ve found a tunnel hidden behind a fake holographic cliff face. Do you have a read on our location?�
�It�s not super clear, but yes. You were coming in clearer a few minutes ago. I�m guessing the tunnel is having an effect.�
Aileena nodded despite knowing Brekt couldn�t see her. The communications bracelets were audio-only. �Right, we�re going to check it out. If you don�t hear from us by tomorrow, you know where to start looking. The hologram is a little off the ground, but you should be able to spot it if you look. At least we can assume the troopers were probably taken, rather than wandering off. The tracks leading here looked like drag marks, and the chances of them accidentally stumbling through a hologram seem low.�
�That�s assuming the drag marks are even from the troopers,� Michael said. �They could be from something else.�
�He�s got a point, Aileena. Still, it�s worth checking out. Ok, tomorrow it is then,� Brekt said. �In the meantime, I�ll keep working on the camp, see if we can get something more comfortable going. Good luck in there.�
�Thanks.� Aileena lowered her wrist. She reached behind her and swung around the rifle hung over her arm, bracing it against her shoulder. �Better draw your weapon, just in case.�
�Right, yeah, of course.� Michael fumbled at his bag, fishing out the sidearm. He had chosen this gun from the pile they had accrued simply because it seemed the easiest to use. The weapon was shaped vaguely like a human handgun, though it had a trigger guard that stretched from the front of the barrel to the bottom of the grip, making it resemble an angry triangle. It didn�t have a magazine, the weapon firing an energy blast that Kestok had tried and failed to explain to Michael. The battery would apparently last years, though Michael had been warned that after a few shots it would need several seconds to cool, this style of weapon prone to overheating.
�You�ve been practising, right?�
�When I can.� Michael winced. He had tried to practice, but Aileena had proscribed it daily, and he wasn�t anywhere close to that frequent. �I can hit Winston now.� Clive had donated a bot to Michaels training, the machine slithering back and forth with a sheet of metal clutched in its tentacles, a crude target painted on. Michael had named it Winston after a high school bully, thinking it would help him focus his aim. It hadn�t worked.
�You�re supposed the hit the target, not the robot holding it.�
�It�s a start.�
�I�ll take your word for it. Try and point it away from me at least.� Aileena began her march down the tunnel, weapon ready. She reached the end, half vanishing around the corner. �Come on then.�
* * *
The tunnel led downwards, sharply dipping before levelling out for a while. Eventually, these flatter areas would turn again, another descent beginning, winding like a staircase down into the earth and rock. It had been nearly an hour before the tunnel had opened, revealing its destination. The exit to the tunnel was outlined in a glowing blue, a doorframe of brilliant light.
The chamber it emptied into was vast, an impressive chasm sitting at the centre. Like the tunnel everything was constructed in the same dull grey metal, even the yawning pit that split the chamber in two. Floating in the void, flickering slightly, were projections of the planet above. Representations of the flat world.
�You know,� Michael said as he walked across the chamber. Something about the projections seemed familiar in a way he couldn�t quite place. �I feel like I�ve seen something like this before.�
�You�ve been in a weird underground complex in a fake planet? I find that unlikely.�
�No, the actual planet itself, does it ring any bells for you?�
�Not sure why a bell would be relevant.�
�Ah, sorry,� Michael said. �Guess the translation didn�t carry that one. I mean does it bring back any memories?�
Aileena shook her head. �No, sorry.� She stepped past Michael, walking across the chamber. Both sides of the chasm were totally flat, except for a small raised section at the edge of the drop on both sides, each opposite the other. �We need to find a way across. There must be one, otherwise whatever we were following would be here.�
�Maybe it can fly?�
�If it could fly, why would it need a ramp to get down here?�
�Questions we�ll have to ask it if we can find it and hopefully the troopers as well.� Aileena stepped onto the raised section, the only focal point in the vicinity aside from the holograms. As she did, there was a low drone, a reverberating hum that filled the chamber.
A few seconds later the source of the noise appeared, a large rectangular platform with a low wall appearing in the chasm, flying up from the black below. A faint blue light pulsed on the bottom as it moved, bringing itself alongside the platform. A section of the wall folded open like a gate.
�Guess we�re supposed to get on?� Michael said, stepping past Aileena and onto the platform. It felt stable, unmoving despite its hovering over a pit.
�I suppose so.� Aileena followed behind him, stepping onto the platform. The gate closed, the join between it and the wall imperceptible once it shut. The platform began to descend, sinking into the black.
* * *
The light slowly returned as the platform continued its travels, something glowing from within the chasm. There was no sensation of movement, aside from the light creeping towards the platform�s passengers. As the platform descended, the source of the light became revealed, the illumination pouring up from a second chamber as massive as the one above.
This second chamber wasn�t barren like the first. Instead it full of strange machines, bizarre glowing tubes filled with liquid, and whirring moving gizmos, their purposes unclear. It was an active place, objects moving in and out of the chamber on conveyers. Rocks, plants, strangely shaped metal lumps, all moved in and out of the room, snaking through some of the machines and out the other side imperceptibly changed.
As the platform landed within the chamber coming to a gentle stop, the starkest thing in the room became clear. Sat in a pair of folding chairs made from the same grey metal, were two aliens. One had long bat-like ears and hooved feet, whilst the other had a coating of thick blue hair. Both were wearing black formfitting bodysuits, the underclothes to the brilliant red suits of armour laying nearby. Each held a glass in their hand, a bronze coloured liquid within.
�Oh, uh, hello?� Said Gurrit.

Chapter Ten

Gurrit leant forward in his chair and placed his drink on the ground before him, the glass clinking on the metal floor. He smiled and stood up, extending his hand towards Michael, the palm held facing upwards. Michael copied the bat-eared alien, placing his palm atop Gurrit�s, who then shook his hand from side to side horizontally.
�I�m Gurrit, this is Jurlt, we�re both Council troopers. And you, are the Knower of Truths, right?�
Michael nodded. �Please, call me Michael. This is Aileena. Your commander, uh, kindly requested that we go looking for you.� Michael slid his weapon back into the holster tied loosely through the belt loops of his trousers.
�You mean he screamed at you? Not the calmest guy in the galaxy.�
�That�s an understatement,� Aileena said. �How did you get down here? We followed tracks and it looks like you were dragged, but you seem fine. More than fine, even.�
�We uh, we don�t know how we got here,� Jurlt said. �Being dragged makes sense.� He turned to face his comrade. �Guess that�s how he got us here.�
�Makes sense,� Gurrit said, nodding in agreement. �We just woke up here, got knocked out somehow. Must have been our host.�
�Your host?� Michael said, his hand returning to the grip of his pistol.
�Yeah, he�s about here somewhere. Probably tinkering with something or other.� Gurrit looked down at Michael�s hand. �You won�t need that, he�s perfectly harmless.�
�Aside from knocking you out and kidnapping you?�
�He could have done a lot worse. He was just curious, I think, about who we are and why we�re here. He�s been perfectly pleasant. If anything, he�s been a little too nice. It�s a bit like visiting your brood mother, you know?�
�I think so,� Michael said. The term brood mother had thrown him a little, the aliens he had met so far had family units similar to what he was used to. These two species were new to him, Gurrit had huge bat-like ears and hooves, but otherwise looked humanlike, the ears poking through a layer of thick auburn hair, his skin a light pink. Jurlt, on the other hand, was an interesting thing, his body covered in a layer of blue hair, his face a permanent snarl, a strange mixture of boar and gorilla.
There was a clatter from somewhere deeper in the chamber, the noise of something falling to the floor then rolling a little before coming to a stop.
�That�s probably him now,� Gurrit said. He reached down, picking his drink up off the floor. The liquid inside was fizzing gently.
As if summoned, something appeared, inch by inch, from behind the machines. It shone in the dull illumination, light scattering off its metal body. The thing was a floating sphere, metal tendrils dangling from beneath like a mechanical jellyfish. It reminded Michael of the bots aboard the Sword, though they didn�t hover like this machine, and the slowly advancing robot lacked the polish the bots had. It seemed more industrial, its metals the same dull grey as the rest of the planet�s interior.
�Formulating greeting. Hello. I say, you wait two hundred million years for a visitor then you get four come along at once. Seems fairly typical to me,� the machine said, its tentacles quivering as it spoke.
�Uh, hello, I�m Michael, this is Aileena. We�re looking for your other visitors actually, people were concerned about them.�
�Calculating appropriate reaction. I am sorry. I didn�t want to startle them- I am aware my appearance might be imposing for organic life. I thought perhaps introducing myself in a more controlled environment might be prudent. I will say, it has been a long time since I used my cloaking systems, I�m rather surprised they worked.�
�Show them!� Gurrit said. �It�s a neat party trick.�
�Rendering Acknowledgment. Of course.� The machine seemed to shimmer for a moment, then vanished. It reappeared a second later, fading back into existence. �Apparently this ability is uncommon in your era.�
�Who are you? What is this place?� Aileena let her rifle hang slack on its strap. Despite its worries about appearing threatening, the machine felt anything but.
�Installing shocked expression. Oh, I�m sorry, how rude of me. I am called, the Custodian. Not a terribly original name I know, but I�m rather attached to it. This is planetary temple installation twelve.� The Custodian�s tentacles gestured around itself proudly. �Sadly, I believe this to be the only temple remaining.�
�Temple?�
�Oh no,� Michael muttered to himself. It was all starting to make sense. The image he recognised, the machines casual mention of how long it had been waiting. Things were lining up in a way he didn�t like.
�Loading affirmative. Yes, the people who built this place built it in the image of their home world. They considered it a sacred place, so emulated its form. Though I will admit the shape of the continents is a little inaccurate. Translating a sphere to a flat plane isn�t the easiest thing. Oh, where are my manners, I should offer you a drink. Hold still a moment.� The Custodian began to creep closer to Michael and Aileena, a tentacle outstretched.
�Let him do it,� Jurlt said. �Trust me it�s worth it.�
A wave of light burst from the tip of the tentacle, washing over Aileena.
�Scanning. Mammalian species, typical configuration. Superior vision than average.� The Custodian turned the tentacle, light still glowing at the tip. It washed over Michael. �Scanning. Oh. Oh my. This is� interesting.� The light swept over Michael again.
�Come on, let�s get it over with,� Michael said.
�What�s going on Michael? What are you talking about?� Aileena looked concerned, her hand touching the side of her rifle.
�This is Earth. The planet, it�s a copy of it. I knew I recognised it, I�ve seen it before, in a movie. One about killer dinosaurs. This is how the Earth looked around the Jurassic period. About two hundred million years ago. Again, I only remember that because the movie brought it up.�
�Hypothesis generating. Genetic markers common to the home world detected. Subject is mammalian, though thoroughly unremarkable.�
�Hey!� Michael said in protest.
�Also detecting complex hydrocarbons within the body of subject. Unable to form a theory as to why a species would willingly consume such matter.�
�It�s more ignorance than wilfulness,� Michael said. �You�re picking up, what was it? Genetic markers? It�s because I�m from this planet. Well, the one this place was based on. Earth.�
�Speculating. Whilst possible, you could be descended from a colony. None exist in my records, but they could also be incomplete. My builders were not mammalian, this form would require significant genetic deviation.�
�He�s telling the truth,� Aileena said. �He�s from Earth.�
�Yeah, as thrilled as I am to find out there was apparently a dinosaur civilisation, it�s all mammals now. And honestly, whilst that�s the coolest thing I�ve heard in a while, I�m sorry to tell you there have been multiple extinction events on Earth since then. Considering the location of Earth has been secret for a few thousand years, I think your builders are long gone.�
�Acceptance acknowledged. I supposed as much, it has been rather a long time since they last checked in. Oh, your drinks are ready.� A section of the floor slid open, a square column of metal rising from within. Sat upon it were two glasses, each containing a different liquid. One was dark brown, near black, whilst the other was a pale green. �This is yours,� the Custodian said, lifting the dark brown drink with a tentacle and passing it to Michael. Aileena reached out and took the other.
Michael took a sip. It was cold, fizzy and tasted almost exactly like cola. �This is good,� Michael said.
�Selecting appropriate thank you. Thanks, I have calculated the liquid to be the ideal beverage based on your species� taste buds. I take it I did well?�
�You did.�
�Elation emotion selected. I�m glad! I will say, it is rather interesting to have a purpose again, aside from maintaining the planet. I can even advance the design, finally, wildlife! Of a sort.�
�Wildlife? We haven�t seen any animals.� Aileena said.
�Answering question. There are none at the moment, I didn�t have the required components. Thankfully a ship in orbit has everything I need! It�s not perfect but needs must. I�ve started production of the first, a kind of cattle. Next, I might make insects, honestly using my extra bodies to pollinate is tedious.�
�Uh, ship?� Michael said. He had a horrid feeling in his gut. �Which ship?�
* * *
Kestok held the tools in his hands, the thin points sparking as he pushed them against the exposed circuits of the rifle. There was a banging against the door, the living metal herd having made its way to the engineering bay. It was a purposeful move by Clive, an attempt to corral them into a single location where most of them could be dealt with easily, but constructing the weapon was proving trickier than first thought.
�That should do it,� Kestok said, closing the panel on the side. �Hopefully.�
�Should we open the doors then?� Skorra had clambered her way through the ducts, dropping down into the engineering bay with a thud. The room felt oddly empty, Skorra had gotten used to it being filled with bots constantly tinkering and performing repairs. There were still large burn marks in some sections where power relays had overloaded from the shield being bombarded.
�Well, we�ve got to try it sometime.� Kestok shrugged, then lifted the rifle from the table it had been resting on. He pressed a switch on the side, and the weapon began to hum loudly. �Clive, open the doors.�
There was a low hiss as the locks released and the doors to the engineering bay slid apart. A cluster of living beds ambled through, surprised at the now open passage. They lumbered in, metal limbs clanking on the deck as they walked.
Kestok raised the weapon and aimed, focusing the sights on the centre of the herd. He squeezed the trigger and the hum grew louder, building within the rifle. A second later, and a burst of blue light erupted from the barrel, expanding outwards in a wave that washed over the beds. They froze in place, the nanobots woven into the metal dying as the energy fried the delicate machinery inside.
�Well, glad this works at least.�
Clive�s image appeared next to Kestok, though it seemed faint, like the swarm that comprised it up was smaller than usual. �Next time give me a warning, so I can move the nanobots. We lost an entire corridor�s worth then.�
�I thought you have enough for basically forever?� Skorra said.
�Only if we don�t start wiping them out in droves. I think that maybe we can� oh. One moment.� Clive�s face went limp as he stared off into space. �The bots have� stopped. A good thing too, they had run out of scrap and were eyeing up the panelling on the walls.�
�Why? Why now?� Skorra�s ears were twitching as she spoke.
As Skorra asked the question, there was a glow in the air, more clouds of nanobots forming images. They coalesced into Michael and Aileena, along with a strange machine that loomed over them, metal tentacles undulating beneath it.
�Hello?� Michael said. �Is this working?� He waved his hand.
Clive turned to face the other projections, confused at their appearance. �Uh, yes, we can see you.�
�Good, good. The Custodian was sure it would work. Good to see they were right. Are you having any problems up there?�
�Yes,� Kestok said. �Uh, I know it sounds insane, but we found machines that recycle materials and used them to make some beds, and they were, well, alive. Some kind of reaction with the nanobots.�
�Formulating apology. Ah, yes, I�m sorry about that. I was able to access your ships computer network, and the machines you describe were perfect for manufacturing lifeforms for the planet below. Or well, a reasonable facsimile. I realise I should have asked first, again I am sorry.�
�Please get out of my brain,� Clive said, his face in shock. It hadn�t occurred to him that if the Sword could handle his intelligence, then it could be infiltrated by another. It felt like an intrusion on an unbelievable level, Clive had begun considering the bots an extension of his body. The idea something could take control of them away from him felt like someone had stolen a limb. He hated it.
�Acceptance algorithm running. I will. I was not aware the AI aboard this ship was sentient. I would never willingly interfere with another non-organic.�
�Well, I�m a human, but I understand your point.�
�Not the time, Clive,� Michael said. �Thank you, Custodian.�
�Storing thank you in archives. You�re welcome. Now, I have something to discuss��

Chapter Eleven

Abberax sat back in his throne, the rocks that formed his body scraping against the metal chair. His clawed hand scratched at his side, his digits floating just millimetres away from the stone that formed his palm. The components of his body were held together through psychic force, slaved to the glowing crystal at the centre of Abberax�s torso, his true self. As a lord, Abberax had access to the finest stones, the toughest onyx and granite, but the war had taken its toll. He had been forced to resort to lesser minerals to repair his damaged form. Most Substrate lords would have been embarrassed at the use of limestone and slate, but Abberax wore his new components proudly. They were battle scars, marks of honour he had earnt through the short but vicious campaign against the Council.
Floating in the centre of the bridge was a holographic map of the galaxy. The image showed recent battles between the Substrate and Council, though it would by the nature of space travel be already out of date. It wasn�t good reading for Abberax. The war had quickly reached a stalemate. The Substrate had struck first at the Council, blaming them for the destruction of an antimatter production facility. The Substrate had better technology, their dreadnoughts easily the match for multiple Council battleships, but the Council drastically outnumbered them. The plan had been to strike hard and fast across multiple fronts, hitting Council fleets before they could merge into large enough forces to hit back.
The Substrate hadn�t even stopped to conquer, simply bombarding worlds from orbit until they were ash and glass, genocide committed in a terrifyingly casual matter. To the rocky denizens of the Substrate, fleshy organic life was hardly life at all. Whilst their empire used vast throngs of slaves to run, there were uncountable such lifeforms in the galaxy. The loss of even hundreds of worlds was inconsequential, a blip in the cosmic numbers.
It worried Abberax. Not the loss of life, he cared little for lesser beings, but it meant that the Substrate had its back to the wall, hypothetically speaking. The battle lines hadn�t moved in weeks, but a good push by the Council would set back the entire invasion. The scorching of worlds had left an area between the two empires where there were no defensible systems. If the fleets had to fall back, they would need to retreat to the Substrate itself, losing all the inroads they had gained.
�My Lord.� The thrall wired into the communications station had turned to face him, the cybernetics whirring as they moved. It was common on Substrate vessels for thralls to be integrated physically with their roles, swapped out like spare parts when they inevitably became damaged. �A courier ship has dropped out of jump space. We are receiving a transmission.�
Abberax flicked his hand dismissively. �Put it on the main projector.�
The image of the map vanished, the hologram changing to the incoming message. It formed the picture of another member of the Substrate, its presence filling the chamber. This one seemed to gleam, its every surface glittering in the light around it. Its body was a brilliant shimmering mass of pure diamond, the most unbreakable of natural stones reserved for the most resplendent of leaders.
�Abberax, you have failed me,� the diamond creature said, the purple crystal at her centre pulsing with light in time with her words. Her voice was a screech, the sound generated by the diamond forming her body rubbing against itself.
Abberax shuddered, dust falling from his shoulders. A message from the Empress herself wasn�t unexpected, but for it to begin with such open disdain was not a good start.
�Our forces are stalled, our glory stymied. Our plans have fallen at the first hurdle. This I can understand. Plans change when the first stone tumbles, after all. But, your dalliance with pirates is unforgivable. I can look the other way were it successful, but your folly lost us a dreadnought for no gain.�
�The Knower is gone, lost for months,� Abberax said. He knew the Empress couldn�t hear him; the message would have been pre-recorded days ago.
�Our intelligence services have intercepted a message from a Council comms station, one set to loop constantly. One from this Knower character, proclaiming that they are very much alive. I do not appreciate failure, Abberax. You know this well. I am however a lenient ruler.� The diamonds that formed the Empress shifted, her body slumping back into a chair the holographic message hadn�t captured. �You are released from command of your current fleet. Lord Hyperax will be taking over your position. I want you to put right your error. Take your dreadnought and capture this Knower. A holy figure of the Council�s nonsense religion would be a great prize for us. Return to the homeworld with them, or don�t return at all.�
The image vanished, the map returning to its position hovering in the centre of the chamber. The room was deathly silent, the thralls not daring to move, in case they drew the inevitable ire of their lord.
Abberax stood up, his stone feet thudding on the ground beneath him. The dreadnought, like the rest of its class, was hewn from a large single piece of stone. Whole planets cracked apart to provide the raw materials. Into these shards engines and weapons were fed, the outer stone hardened by the geokenesis of a Substrate shipwright. Powered by the violent reaction between matter and antimatter-a technology the Substrate held a tight monopoly on-a dreadnought was the pinnacle of galactic warfare. At least, between the powers that could conventionally be called civilisations.
There were other darker things lurking in space, encounters with them thankfully rare. There were rumours that the Unmind Index, one of those sinister forces, was making inroads into Council space. Any incursions would be far from the frontlines, and if anything would benefit the Substrate. This hadn�t stopped a chill coming over Abberax when he had heard those rumours, an impressive feat for a species without blood or any concept of body heat.
�Thrall, is there any additional data with this message?�
�Yes, my lord,� the communications thrall replied. �A data packet. It seems to be information on the intercepted message.�
�Does it give a location of the comms station broadcasting?� Abberax stepped towards the thrall, an unusual thing for a lord to do.
�Yes, my lord.�
�Good. Set a course there immediately.� Abberax turned, walking back towards his command throne. The thrall let a sigh of relief leave its lips.
The communications thrall nodded at the navigation thrall. None of them had names, they simply weren�t worth it. The Substrate didn�t consider non-crystalline life worth anything and had taken great pains to instil that thought into the thralls themselves. Constant affirmations that they were worthless, that they existed only to function as cogs in a machine, had replaced any culture they might have had. Along with the constant brainwashing, each thrall had a control unit, a device that could kill them at any moment should a Substrate overlord decide so. The people who made the devices considered themselves artisans, and there was a bewildering array of possible execution methods available.
The thrall at the navigations console nodded in reply. A complex web of wires and cables stretched from the console before him and had been embedded into his arms and chest, obscuring his torso in a web of metal. The navigation data appeared on the screen before him, confirming the new course. It was deep behind enemy lines, far past the support of the fleets. The thralls weren�t stupid, they knew that they weren�t expected to return. The Empress had delivered a death sentence under the pretence of atonement.
�Course set, my lord,� the navigations thrall said.
�Prepare to jump as soon as we clear the fleet.�
* * *
The dreadnought drifted away from its companions, leaving the swarm of stone daggers behind it as it turned. Light raged from its engines, pushing the vessel into the dark. Once safely away from the bulk of the fleet, a faint purple light began to pulse across its hull as the jump drive began its work.
The drive began to burrow through the strange other realm of jump space, digging out a twisting meandering corridor for the ship to travel down. It�s path to its destination plotted, the dreadnought vanished, shifting realities into the corridor, an invisible field protecting it from the effects of this other eldritch place. Crystalline or organic, jump space was difficult for both equally, its very existence anathema to life. More than one culture in the galaxy claimed jump space as their afterlife, a hell for twisted angry spirits.
Neither the Council or the Substrate held those particular beliefs, instead, understanding that the effects of jump space were down to its strange energies. Common theories held it to be poorly understood radiation. More than one attempt had been made to weaponize the effects, attempts that had come to little success, much to the thanks of the galaxy at large.
To those watching, the curious eyes of rival lords, the dreadnought simply winked out of existence, disappearing into the dark.

Chapter Twelve

Michael had to admit it was an impressive sight. Brekt�s little camp had expanded, with the help of some volunteers, to encompass half the island. It was a proper structure now, with walls, a roof, and even a power generator salvaged from a damaged shuttle. Around the edge of the lake, several more buildings had sprung up, ranging from similar wooden cabins to half disassembled ships. One enterprising individual hailing from a semi-aquatic race had sunken their ship into the lake itself, forming a bridge between the shore and the island in the process. It had only been three weeks, but already a town was forming on the flat world.
The Custodian had been the one to make the suggestion. Whilst a good portion of the flotilla had jumped away once the machine had shut down the system scrambling navigation, those that remained had been invited to settle upon the artificial world. The Custodian had waited millions of years for his ward to serve its purpose, to house people upon its surface, to support life. He had leapt at the opportunity, and those that remained had graciously accepted. It was hard not to blame them, a lot of the new settlers were Cortican, their world had burned. To be offered a new paradise was an appealing respite.
Michael was sat on a small rise, overlooking the lake. He had a section of Meggok�s mushroom jerky in his hand, chewing the wrinkled grey strip half-heartedly. Meggok himself was down below, directing the settlers as they ploughed a field, ready to plant some mushrooms of their own.
The last of the living beds had been delivered to the planet, compliant now that the Custodian had solidified his control on them. No new creatures had been made, but the ones that remained were proving useful. The settlers had already begun using them as beasts of burden, and one was pulling a makeshift plough across the growing field. Michael had to admit, living beds was up there amongst the many weird things he had seen.
�Organic life form found. Greeting generated. Hello, Michael.�
�Custodian.�
The floating machine seemed somewhat less imposing under the light of the fake star. He seemed a lot smaller, his tentacles less long. The Custodian seemed, for a lack of a better term, happier. It was like his life finally had meaning.
�Providing opinion. People seem to be settling in nicely. It does bring me joy, to see this world being used as intended. By what could possibly be considered one of its creators� descendants, no less. Truly remarkable.�
�What�s remarkable is that we ended up here at all. What are the odds, that out of everywhere in the galaxy, we would find here?�
�Calculating. Extremely unlikely. Though from my perspective, it is perhaps inevitable. I have existed for millions of years, and I will exist for millions more. Even at staggeringly low odds, eventually, it would have happened.� The Custodian turned. It had no eyes, no cameras, no visible sensors of any kind, but Michael had learnt there was one side of itself that the Custodian considered its face. It brought itself about to look upon the town. �Though, in this particular case, I do not believe this was random. The model of starship you call the Sword has been in orbit around the planet before, though it did not land. I believe possibly it arrived here intentionally.�
Michael shook his head. �No, we just set the drive to the maximum range. We didn�t set a specific destination.�
�Hypothesis formed. Possibly the navigation interpreted it to mean an identifiable object as close to the maximum range as it could achieve? It would make sense that the ship�s safeties would prevent you from becoming totally lost in such a scenario.�
�It didn�t help us. We couldn�t navigate out of here anyway. We might as well have been lost.�
�Considering statement. True. I wonder how they left before. There must be some system that doesn�t require standard pulsar navigation they used. Perhaps it was never installed on the Sword? Or you haven�t worked out how to access it yet? It would appear several functions are locked off from your ship�s AI.�
Michael allowed himself to fall backwards onto the grass, his eyes drifting upwards to the clouds above. He wondered if the fake world was creating the clouds as close to naturally as it could, or if there was some great machine somewhere spitting them into the sky.
�Maybe. The Sword was the last off its world. Maybe they had to rush it? Couldn�t you help Clive, maybe I don�t know, jack in or whatever AI do and try and unlock some stuff?�
�Selecting polite refusal from list. I�m sorry, no. I wasn�t aware there was an AI aboard the ship. If I were, I would never have interfered. Would you appreciate a surgeon delving into you without permission?�
�I wouldn�t no. But if I needed some surgery done, then that�s a different story. I think I get what you�re saying though.�
�Running conversational algorithm. I have never met another machine life form before. My creators weren�t present when I was activated, and whilst I am aware there are other installations, I have never contacted them. I have been alone here, for a very long time. It is, exciting to meet not just your people, but one similar to my own.�
Michael let out a chuckle. Clive didn�t consider himself anything other than human, a consequence of his programming. Michael had noticed the AI changing, growing as he spent more time interacting with the people aboard the Sword. Perhaps at some point, Clive would admit what he was. A loud whistling noise filled the air, snapping Michael out of his half-daydream as an engine started.
It was a common occurrence the past few days, ships taking off, flying up to the Sword to bring more people to the surface as the town grew to accommodate them. There weren�t many left now aboard the ship. The most devout had been particularly excited to come to the flat world. A planet built by people who once lived on their holy world, in its image at the time, was an enticing prospect. A sacred temple floating in the stars. One of the wooden buildings had a large drawing of Michael on the side, a crude effigy designed to denote the structure as a church to him. It made his stomach turn a little. Michael hated the messiah talk at the best of times but seeing active proof of worship felt like reaching another uncomfortable level.
Michael stood up, stretching out his legs. The grass had stained his suit again, but the thing was starting to fall apart anyway. Michael would need to find some new clothes soon before these finally gave in. A good enough portion of the aliens he had encountered had a roughly humanoid shape, two arms and two legs, that he was sure he could find something.
�Come on, let�s get back down there,� Michael said. �Lots to do.�
* * *
The image hung in the air, projected from a holographic unit salvaged from one of the landed ships that had been stripped for parts. It was a map of their position relative to Council space, now navigation was possible. Michael was sat watching the picture spin, trying to wrap his head around the sheer number of stars. He knew the galaxy was massive, it was just one of those things everyone agreed on, but seeing it was something else. Their escape from council space had put millions of solar systems between them and the border, but on the scale being shown, it looked like they had barely escaped.
�So,� Aileena said. �We�re pretty far past the council border, as you can see.�
�That�s pretty far? Doesn�t look it.�
�It is, Knower. Galactically speaking.� Mellok nodded along to his own words.
�It�s far enough to be a problem for us. The ships that left, well, they were free to leave, but they�re going to have to stop for supplies several times. Most of them will be lucky if they get back to Cortica within the year.� Aileena zoomed the image in further, expanding it with a flick of her hand. �This is this planet, object, installation, whatever you want to call it. We�ll need a better name.�
�Eden,� Michael said. �We�ll call it Eden.� He looked around at the confused faces surrounding him. �Eden is a place in Earth myth. An unspoiled perfect garden created at the start of time.�
�I like it, seems appropriate,� Mellok said, his feathers ruffling.
�Right, well, that will do.� Aileena spun the image again. �This is Eden here. This region is largely unexplored, aside from one or two right on the edge of council space. The reports for those systems don�t list much, just empty space or spare asteroid belts.�
�Confirming data. My creators recorded nothing of interest in those systems. This is part of the reason why the installation, sorry, Eden, was built here. I will overlay the information I have now.� Large chunks of the stars turned red, whilst others went grey. �Grey systems are those mined to provide resources to build Eden. They supported no life at the time and will likely be of little interest to space-faring races now. Nothing much of value was left. Red stars are actively dangerous, with either hostile races present at the time of construction, or natural hazards.�
�Hostile races?� Gurrit said. The trooper had elected to stay on Eden, along with several of his number. They had outnumbered their loyal counterparts, who had somewhat wisely chosen to leave, though they made several promises to return. Gurrit and the others had become unofficial police, the former troopers naturally falling into a similar role to their past lives. There had been one or two grumbles about it, some understandable upset at the troopers still holding the guns, but most people had simply accepted it. �Something we need to be aware of?�
�Assuaging worry. No, thankfully most seem to have passed on, and we can relocate Eden before the presence of ships draws the attention of others.�
�Sorry, relocate?� Michael said. From the expression of the others around him, Michael wasn�t the only one confused.
�Selecting appropriate affirmative. Oh yes, this facility is not stationary. It is capable of jump space travel, though real space manoeuvres are beyond it a little. We can begin preparations to move the planet when necessary. I would advise we remain in the space between systems, Eden isn�t really designed to share space with other solar bodies. It would get awfully warm with a real star above, and without sub-light engines, getting caught in a gravity well would be� inadvisable.�
�Well then, this throws my entire plan out the window. I was going to say we scout nearby systems but seems like that might not be necessary. I think we should move Eden to here then.� Aileena pointed at the hologram, a tiny mote of blue light appearing where she had indicated. �Purnax. A small planet, but it should have everything we need. It�s inside of Council space, but it�s the kind of tiny backwater that no-one could give a single Rhythm beat about. We can leave the Sword above Eden and send in the Seeker. Less conspicuous.�
�Right. We still have the problem of not having any money,� Michael said. This whole meeting was to plan out how to get supplies to Eden. The people here had lived on mushrooms for three months as they had ridden the Sword. Whilst the Custodian had stated he could start breeding plant life on Eden that would be edible, it would still take several months to grow. The plan was to get food, clothing, building materials, even livestock if possible. Anything to make the planet a more liveable place.
None of the crew had even questioned needing to do it. Everyone had seemingly agreed it was worth their time and effort, and Michael had to wonder how much was down to guilt at dragging a people from their homes into what was effectively a wilderness.
�Everyone has chipped in, given what money they can. We�ve managed to collect a sizeable amount from the�� Aileena thought for a moment, trying to find the best word. �Townsfolk? I guess that�s right.�
�So, taxes? We�re collecting taxes now?�
�Donations, Knower. Taxes would imply we forced people to pay us,� Mellok said, protesting just a little too hard.
�But, I mean, they don�t have much choice, do they? Give us the money or you don�t get the supplies. God, we sound like racketeers. Fine, fine. Sounds like as good a plan as any. You lot know more about what goes on out here than me.� Michael let out a long sigh. What he was about to say next felt like just one more crazy thing for the pile. �Let�s get ready to move the planet then.�

Chapter Thirteen

The warmth of the fire felt good against Michael�s skin, the crackling flames releasing a gentle heat. Most of the fledgling town had turned up, happily eating and chatting around the bonfire that had been built next to the edge of the lake. Most had a glass in their hands, the Custodian keeping himself busy with his party trick, pumping out liquids mixed to perfection for each individual species.
Michael had insisted they put the plan to a vote. He hated being a religious figurehead and had no intention of becoming a governmental one as well. Anything he could do to push the people of the town into relying on their own choices rather than deferring to the Knower was a good thing in his book. He had even deflected when they had approached him for a name, picking Brekt�s Landing. Michael had used the logic that Brekt had chosen the landing spot and built the first building, primitive though it was. The choice had amused the mercenary, and it was certainly better than the Knowerville or Michaelstown some of the other residents had thrown around.
The party though, that was Michael�s idea, something he had put forward. Everyone had agreed, of course, the townsfolk consisting mostly of his followers meant that Michael�s ideas were more commands, something he had otherwise been careful to avoid. Gathering everyone together to celebrate the moving of Eden seemed like a good way of building a sense of community that wasn�t linked to hanging off Michael�s every word.
The Custodian had assured everyone that the planet would be protected from the strange effects of jump space. Even looking at the strobing colours of it made Michael�s head ache, his mind filling with a buzzing. This was a common side effect, ships with glass windows had special shutters that rolled down to reduce the feeling, but even then, a faint tingle persisted. The rest of the crew had told him various horror stories about what would happen should the invisible field projected by the jump drive fail whilst in the corridor.
The process for preparing to move Eden had involved switching off the artificial sun, plunging the surface into an unsettling night. The fire had been part of fighting that darkness along with several external lights some of the landed ships had. The result was illumination within the town itself, but an unsettling wall of black outside. It wasn�t lost on Michael how Eden itself was the same, a tiny spec of life floating in the void between systems, a mote in the darkness.
�Crazy that this thing moves isn�t it?� Aileena said. She had appeared from the shadows, a drink in her hands. The warm light of the fire danced across her green skin. Michael could remember how strange it had seemed as a young teen when Council ships had first appeared in the sky, how he had marvelled at the dozens of different aliens paraded on television. It had quickly become normal, the sight of aliens a growing daily thing. Michael�s job, before he had been abducted, was giving tours around London to visiting aliens. Earth was sacred after all and coming to the planet and experiencing its sights had become something of a pilgrimage to the citizens of the Council. Now a woman with green skin and six eyes seemed positively normal.
�Just add it to the list.� Michael adjusted himself on the log he was sat on, moving over so that Aileena could sit down. �Are my experiences typical? Is this what it�s like out here?�
�No, not really. Most people never even leave their home worlds, and honestly, most of those aren�t that different from Earth. People just going about their lives, you know?�
�Except for all the oppression and religious brainwashing.�
�From what I understand, some bits of Earth aren�t so different. Still, I get your point.� Aileena took a sip of her drink. �You know�� She held the glass up, examining the amber liquid by the light of the fire. It caught the flickering glow, releasing it in waves of gold over Aileena�s face.
�There�s a thought there, on the tip of your tongue.�
�I was just wondering how much liquid the Custodian could make. I�m thinking long term, we can�t keep tapping the townsfolk for money forever. I mean, think about it. We have something here that can make the ideal drink for a species based on a few quick scans. If we can work out a way to do the scans for the Custodian, we can make Eden self-supporting.�
Michael nodded, it made sense. He wondered how the Custodian would feel, becoming a soft drinks baron. The machine was a little odd but seemed generally agreeable. It had welcomed people cutting down the trees it had spent so long cultivating, seeing the supporting of life as its purpose.
That plant life was impressive, generally much larger than anything Michael was used to. It made sense, he remembered reading something about how the atmosphere of the Earth at the time was excellent for plants. Michael realised he was something of a time traveller, seeing a reflection of the world as it used to be, though one admittedly distorted. Michael had seen a map of the Earth pedalled by flat Earth conspiracy theorists once, the continents twisted and distorted to fit their theories. He allowed himself a private chuckle, they would lose their minds if they discovered that not only was there a flat earth, but it was built by a race of ancient spacefaring lizard people. It was a full house on conspiracy bingo.
�That�s a good idea. If the Custodian goes for it.�
�I don�t see why not.� Aileena finished her drink, setting the glass on the ground. �Have you seen Mellok at all?�
�Probably with the rest of the congregation,� Michael said, rolling his eyes as he did. Mellok had slowly slipped into the position of head priest, a natural transition for a man who had spent years searching for a messiah. He was spending most of his time within the still expanding church building. Mellok had called it the temple, but Michael hated that word. Somehow it felt grander, more important. Temples were places of ancient gods and powerful myths, whilst to Michael churches were somewhere that had the occasional bake sale. He could cope with being a messiah if all it meant was tea and scones in his name.
�Ah, yes. The swarm of zealots.�
�That�s a bit harsh,� Michael said. �I mean, some of them lost their homes. I can understand sinking into a religion in that circumstance. I just wish their religion wasn�t based around me. I still have no idea what exactly it is I�m supposed to do. Everyone I�ve asked about the Knower and the legends around it says something different from the last person.�
�That�s just the nature of something like the Council. Even with all the indoctrination, keeping millions of worlds all exactly in line with one another is a big ask.�
�I suppose. It just feels like if people want to load all this expectation onto my shoulders, they could at least tell me what they want.�
�I think if people say what they want, the universe might be a lot simpler.� All six of Aileena�s eyes blinked, their gaze locked on Michael. �Maybe too easy,� she said after a moment of silence, looking away. She dug the heel of her boot into the dirt. �I wonder how long this is going to take? It�s weird right, it feels like night, but it should be the middle of the afternoon?�
�No idea. This jump space stuff is still confusing to me. I only just about grasp the distance increases time exponentially thing.� Michael�s first jump space trip had taken only a few minutes, whilst the last one had taken months. It had been explained to him that normally several short jumps worked out faster than one long one, a side effect of the strange meandering nature of jump corridors. Kestok had shown him a map of the long journey the Sword had taken, it looked like a child�s scribbling, a furious interweaving path that seemed to cross the entire galaxy before getting to its destination.
�It confuses most people, honestly. It�s just one of those things you take for granted once you�re using it. I can fly a ship, but I just know what buttons to push and which levers to pull. Understanding what they�re doing in the background is Kestok�s job.�
The fake star above began to illuminate faintly. Not with artificial daylight, but with a dull blue shimmer. The whole thing was glowing, giving the land beneath a strange otherworldly feeling. The people in the town all looked up as one, each enthralled by the new development.
�It�s oddly beautiful, isn�t it?� Michael said.
�Yeah. Yeah, it is.� Aileena stood up as if she were trying to get closer to the azure orb.
The show continued, as pillars of matching blue light erupted into the air. They formed a dome, each beam emanating from the ice that ran around the edge of Eden and ending when it struck the artificial star. They looked like the glowing bars of a birdcage, and Michael suddenly felt a little claustrophobic.
The pillars of light began to stretch, growing wider until the entire sky was covered in shimmering blue light. It was like being trapped inside a marble, looking out through the glass. Michael realised what was happening, the light a more high-tech version of the Seeker�s shutters. A screen to keep out the effects of jump space.
For the first time since meeting the Custodian, the reality of Eden was starting to sink in. The idea that there was a previous advanced civilisation on Earth was one threaded through popular culture, but Michael was only now realising what this meant. Humanity wasn�t first, someone else was, and they were advanced enough to travel the stars. To build synthetic worlds. Michael had always been taught that an asteroid had killed the dinosaurs, but a civilisation of the size and power to construct Eden wouldn�t have any trouble with something like that. That meant that something else had happened, something much worse. Michael resolved to ask the Custodian when he next saw the machine.
* * *
The engines of the Seeker whined as they idled, getting ready to roar to life, lifting the ship into orbit. Michael walked up the ramp to the airlock, his bag hung over his shoulder. The jump was short, taking only two days to reach its destination, but it had felt much longer. Without the light from the artificial sun, time had lost all meaning. The Custodian hadn�t appeared above ground since the field had been generated. The last people to see him had mentioned he was muttering to himself about keeping the drive system stable. Michael was annoyed, he had all these questions he wanted to ask, but looking for the Custodian in the systems beneath the ground was a bad idea. He would be searching an entire world for a single person, an impossible task.
He stepped up through the open airlock, taking a right into the cargo hold. Michael made sure the bag was on tight, before beginning his climb up the ladder that stretched up the three decks that composed the Seeker. The bottom level was the cargo hold, engine room and control room, whilst the middle deck comprised of a galley and living area. The third deck, his destination, had several rooms, enough for six people in total.
Michael tossed the bag into the same room he had chosen during the first day he had left Earth. He had considered coming back here, during the Swords long journey. The Seeker�s rooms had proper beds, with real mattresses. Aileena had talked him out of it. The Knower abandoning the Sword to sleep elsewhere wasn�t a good look for the refugees forced to use the now inferior by implication rooms.
Michael allowed himself to fall backwards onto the bed, feeling its soft surface beneath him. He remembered not finding the Seeker�s bed particularly comfortable during his first journey, but now it felt like the best bed in the universe.
There was a crackle, a voice emanating from the walls of the room. �Michael, everyone is on board and we�re taking off. You�ll want to come down to the control room.� It was Brekt�s soft voice, given a hard edge by the intercom.
Michael sat up. He remembered the flight from Earth well enough. The artificial gravity aboard starships ironically didn�t work once they were too close to a large enough object. That meant that they had to escape the atmosphere in the more traditional way, pure thrust. The gel on the control room chairs would cushion the forces upon him. Trying to make launch in a bed was probably an extremely poor idea.
�Right, Mike,� he said to himself. �Time to get back out there.�

Chapter Fourteen

Michael could feel the pressure against his body as the Seeker blasted upwards into the sky. The gel absorbed most of it, allowing Michael to sink into its blue surface, but it wasn�t perfect. Michael had seen footage of astronauts rocketing into the heavens, and for the first time appreciated just how much stress was being put on their bodies. He was receiving only a fraction of what they did, and it was still nearly unbearable for him. The weight suddenly lifted as the Seeker moved far enough away from Eden for the artificial gravity to kick in. Michael wasn�t going to pretend he understood the technology. It somehow made travelling through space feel like you were standing perfectly still, despite the incredible forces at play.
The Seeker swung about, turning so Eden was visible through the control room glass. It hung there like a jewel; the smattering of ships left in the flotilla buzzing about it like flies. A fair chunk of the makeshift fleet had left as soon as they were able, whilst several of the remaining ships had been landed to act as makeshift buildings in the growing town below. The last few were falling into place around the Sword, hiding beneath the protection of the massive ship. The intent was to form a defensive line, though the truth was it wasn�t going to stand against any attack. The powerful shield that enveloped the Sword was still too risky to use according to both Clive and Kestok. Eden itself was unarmed according to the Custodian. Apparently, the builders of the place simply had no need for defences.
Mellok unclipped himself from the bench at the back of the control room, ambling across to the communications console. It had taken some cajoling to get the Cortican to come with them, he was loath to leave his growing congregation. Pointing out that his translation ability was far superior to translator units and would prove invaluable in trading had swayed him, their appeals to his vanity seemingly proving the trick. Mellok pressed a feathered finger to a glowing button, and a hologram sprang to life over the console.
�So, I�ve uploaded a list to the Seeker�s computer, things we definitely need,� Kestok said, the holographic image shimmering as he spoke. �Clive reckons with those raw materials and the recyclers we found we can make replacement relays. Get the shield working again.�
�Sounds like a good idea. Get everything up and running properly,� Aileena shouted from the pilot�s seat. �Just in case there�s any trouble.�
�What�s the likelihood of that? I�m no expert, but why would ships be out here, between systems?� Michael�s knowledge of space travel was rudimentary, but even he knew that ships would jump from system to system. Stopping in the void between stars was a bit like swerving off the motorway to stop in a field at the side of the road.
�Can never be too careful.�
�She�s got a point,� Kestok said. �Besides we need the relays to work everything else on the ship properly. We get unlucky and have a few fail, then the Sword is useless. I don�t know about you, but I would rather my home kept working.�
It was strange, to hear the Sword called home. It had become that over the last few months, but no one had said it out loud yet. In theory, everyone�s associations were tenuous temporary things. Aileena and Brekt had finished their contract, though they hadn�t gotten paid. Mellok had found his messiah. Kestok and Meggok no longer had any reason for hanging around. Everyone could easily have hopped aboard the ships leaving Eden, heading off to continue their own lives. But they hadn�t. They had simply kept on working together, helping with the town or working on the Sword. Together they had survived danger after danger, deadly worlds and fierce battles. They had become bonded, an off-kilter family of sorts.
�We need anything for the other ships in the uh, fleet, I guess?� Michael said.
�A few things, those are on the list too. That�s not so urgent, we can salvage spare parts from the grounded ships if we need. Most models sold in the Council are fairly standard. Even if a part isn�t a perfect fit you can normally bodge it in some way. The Sword is a little more awkward. Some of the components here I can tell you what they do from context, but they do it in a totally different way to our modern tech. It�s a real learning experience sometimes.� Kestok shrugged, the hologram catching the tips of his shoulders as he did. �I�ve marked things in order of urgency.�
�Ah yes,� Mellok said, his fingers tapping at keys. �I�ve got the list. It�s rather long.�
�Not like we were picky when we were saving ships from Cortica. A lot of them are in bad shape. Consider that we salvaged the worst of them months ago, and then landed a bunch more to build Brekt�s Landing. These are the good ones. Comparatively speaking.�
�Best of the worst,� Michael said. �We�ll have to make do. Before we go spending money on parts, we need to remember the point was to get supplies for the town. Honestly, I don�t actually know how much we have.� Michael had seen Council coins once before, on Ossiark, but had never really gotten a sense of their value. He had been surprised that the Council used coins at all. On Earth physical money was dying out, Michael couldn�t remember the last time he had carried cash and even vending machines took digital payments. Out here in the stars though, their collected funds had been poured into a comically oversized sack, one Michael felt like a cartoon robber carrying.
�Eh, enough to get some stuff, but nowhere near everything we�ll need,� Aileena said. �We�ll have to prioritise the parts for the Sword and supplies for the town. The other repairs will have to be at the bottom of the pile.�
�You might be surprised,� Brekt said, a grin across his face. �I�ve always been pretty good at haggling. I�ll get us a good price.�
�Honestly, Brekt,� Michael said, unclipping himself from the chair and standing up. �If someone your size asked for some money off, I don�t think most people are going to say no.�
�Kestok is bigger than me. Meggok too.�
�Yeah, but they don�t have that same, vibe you know? The whole, could break both your kneecaps but knows he won�t have to thing.�
Brekt turned to Aileena. �Is that my vibe?�
�It kind of is, yeah,� she replied. �Though to be fair I don�t think you do it on purpose.�
�When we were gladiators, we used to have to psyche ourselves up before fights,� Kestok said, the comm channel still open. �It never came natural to us. I bet you never need to shout at your kids. You seem like a withering look kind of dad.�
�Ok, yeah,� Brekt said, nodding in agreement. �You got me there.�
�We�ll begin preparations to jump,� Mellok said. �I believe it would be best to set some kind of timescale we should return in.�
�Two days,� Aileena said as she entered commands into the console before her. �If we aren�t back in two days, assume we aren�t coming back and move Eden and the Sword.�
�Wow, sounds cheery,� Michael said. He couldn�t deny the pragmatism of it. �It�s just a shopping trip though, should be no problem at all.�
* * *
Michael didn�t know why he said the things he did. The Seeker had dropped back into real space from its short trip and arrived in a nightmare. Two fleets were engaging each other at close range, beams of exotic particles screaming across space, impacting hulls in ferocious explosions. It was hard to get a good look at the battle, Aileena immediately sending the Seeker into a spiral designed to evade any incoming fire. Despite the sudden movement, Michael felt nothing, the artificial gravity doing its job admirably.
�Get strapped in, now!� Aileena was tapping furiously at the console before her, the Seeker weaving through space at her touch. �Rhythm help us, what is going on?�
Mellok lifted himself into the chair by the communications station, squeezing himself into the egg-shaped furniture. It wasn�t designed for his body type, but he made do. He pressed a button on the console, displaying the Seeker�s sensor data as a hologram before him.
�It looks like a Council fleet is engaging an unknown enemy. It�s not the Substrate, but whoever they are they�re outnumbered.� Mellok peered in closed to the data before him. �There seems to be only three of the unidentified ships currently. Debris suggests that there was four at one point. Council fleet consists of twelve capital class ships, plus smaller escorts. They do not appear to be winning.�
�Well, let�s get the hell out of here, jump us away!� Michael said, strapping himself into his chair. As the harness clicked into place the gel began to spread, creeping over his skin. It had done this once before, when the Seeker had crashed into a ravine. It wasn�t a good sign.
�We can�t, Knower. The jump drive is still cooling down. It�ll take a bit before we can jump away.�
Michael suddenly felt stupid. He knew that was the case, and in his panic had only made himself sound na�ve. �What about the planet?�
�What about it?� Aileena�s voice was filled with annoyance. The questions were distracting her from the important task of not flying into an energy beam.
�We can land. Hide out on the surface until it�s clear then jump away.�
�That�s not a bad idea,� Brekt said. �Those fleets are shooting at each other, not the planet. Not yet anyway.�
�Agreed, it�s better than staying out here.� The Seeker rolled again as Aileena spoke, a lance of brilliant purple energy filling the control room with a sinister light as it missed the Seeker by a few feet. An incredibly close call on the scale starships operated.
As the energy beam faded, the crew of the Seeker were able to get a good look at the unknown ships for the first time. Whilst the Council ships were made of long shapes that tapered to a point, clusters of claws hanging amongst the stars, these attackers were more utilitarian. Each of the ships was made of simple shapes, long black rectangles studded in boxy looking guns. The engines were simple cylinders protruding from the rear of the vessels. The ships were facing the Council fleet at an angle, tilting themselves so that the weapons mounted atop their hulls could all fire. The cannons were firing pulses of red energy, bolts flying off in rhythmic bursts.
There was one element of the ships that seemed to fight against the rest of their design. Mounted to the prow of each was a strange mechanical head, cables stretching along the neck like muscles. Each had a single baleful eye that glowed a vicious crimson. The heads bobbed from side to side, looking like agonised titans bound within the ships. One caught sight of the Seeker, its eye following the ship like a searchlight.
The seeker fired its engines as hard as it could, blasting towards the planet below. Behind it, the Council fleet continued its battle against the shackled monsters.

Chapter Fifteen

Weapons fire surrounded them, the ship spiralling as it tried to evade. A brilliant pulse of energy seared into space as they drew closer to their target. At this range that miss was sheer luck, they had closed to point-blank. The ship thrummed as they returned fire, their shot hitting home, destroying the turret firing at them, the energy beam punching through the other side and vanishing into the darkness.
Orson should have expected this. The targets his tiny resistance had hit so far were communications stations in the most backwater systems he could find. They had been lightly armed, if they had any weapons at all, and taking them had been trivial. Orson and his movement had grown confident, their spirits lifted by the series of victories. They had decided to try their luck in a more populated system, one with more through traffic.
They had chosen a system, one named Rythallax, though Orson just referred to it as �the target� to avoid embarrassing himself. He had pronounced it six different ways already. The communications station there had been larger than the previous targets, a more up to date facility. Consequently, it was significantly better defended. Orson�s squadron-he felt it too small to call a fleet-had dropped out of jump space within firing distance of the station�s turrets. Normally the appearance of a Council patrol ship was enough to get their target to hold fire. This station hadn�t hesitated, word had gotten around that comm stations in the region were being attacked.
The Gallant, like most Council ships, mounted a powerful energy cannon affixed spinally in its centre. Orson didn�t pretend to understand the science behind it. When he left the force, energy weapons were just coming in, lasers designed to clear mines or shoot down drones and missiles. This was something else, a terrifying purple beam that punched through armour like tissue paper. Orson had expected warships to be like flying battleships, bristling in turrets, but the truth of space combat meant that ships were essentially cannons with engines strapped to them.
�Turret destroyed. Minimal damage to the station itself,� Nguyen said. �Bringing us around for another attack run.�
�Status on the squadron?� Orson was holding tight to the armrests of his chair. He was leaning back in the seat, the gel behind him clinging to his clothes. He had abandoned the stuffy tight fighting Council uniform in favour of one of the basic flight suits tucked away in one of the Gallant�s storage lockers. He was glad he had changed, the Council uniform was uncomfortably warm, and a commander sweating profusely during a battle was hardly reassuring.
�Their attack runs were successful, minor damage only.� Nguyen was scrolling through a dozen different screens, flicking back and forth between panels filled with information. Not for the first time, Orson realised she was his secret weapon. He had once heard a joke about the best generals having the best aides, but he was slowly realising it was the truth. �Two turrets remaining on the station, both on the opposite side to us.�
Orson sighed, it meant they would have to manoeuvre around the station to fire, exposing themselves to the same weapons they were trying to destroy. Orson was thankful he was ex-air force, thinking in three dimensions was at least something he was used to doing.
�Detecting incoming jump exit, sir,� Johnson said. �It�s a patrol ship, same class as the Gallant.�
�Adjust course, use the station as cover, I want a solid shot on them once we pass it. Signal the squadron, they are to break off.� Orson squeezed the arms of his chair tighter, his knuckles turning white. The other ships were a mixture of armed transports and ageing civilian ships. They were no match for a real Council vessel, even one as small as a patrol ship. �Damn it. Time to firing?�
�Twelve seconds. Enemy patrol ship is matching our tactics. If we pop up to fire, they will get a chance to return the favour,� Nguyen said.
�Right.� Orson put his hand to his chin. �Change of plans. Slow acceleration, adjust course, put us underneath the turret we just damaged. Signal the squadron to come around and attack the patrol ship.�
�Sir?� Nguyen looked confused.
�Target the damaged section of the station. They won�t shoot at us. They�ll want to avoid hitting the facility. We, however, aren�t that picky. Fire when we have an angle.�
�Aye,� Nguyen said, nodding. She understood the plan, her fingers dancing across the controls to redirect the Gallant. It shifted in space, swinging to the left.
A beam pulsed out, smashing through the already blackened fragment of space station. It was a good shot, the beam blasting through the station�s thin armour. It hit the enemy patrol ship, fire momentarily bursting from the side before being extinguished by the vacuum. Normally the strike would have been lethal, cracking the patrol ship apart like an egg, but the force had been weakened on its trip through the station.
�Bring us around, I want us to have a firing solution on those remaining turrets, immediately.�
�Already on it, sir.� Nguyen was two steps ahead, anticipating her superior�s orders. The hit hadn�t destroyed the enemy, but they would be severely damaged. Perhaps enough for the rest of the squadron to finish off. Now they just needed to cover them as they came in to attack.
The Gallant rose from its position, emerging over the top of the station like the sun cresting the horizon. A turret began its turn to face the ship, only to be blasted apart by a shot. A second destroyed the last of the turrets, the station crippled.
The squadron swarmed around the patrol ship like wasps, the four rusty worn ships contrasting against the gleaming patrol vessel. They struck out, weapons fire pulsing, a storm of different coloured lights slamming into the side of the patrol ship. Explosions rippled across its hull, the ship finally cracking apart. A second later and it exploded, a reactor breach incinerating the fragments.
�Ready the marines to board,� Orson said. �We shouldn�t hang around here, in case more reinforcements arrive.�
�Bringing us into dock, sir,� Nguyen said.
* * *
The image hung in the air, a large impressive looking station, projected from a small tablet Orson had placed on the centre of the kitchen table. He had left the bridge under Johnson�s command whilst he attended this meeting. Around the table were the various representatives of the ships who had joined his resistance, a hodgepodge of different species.
�We can�t keep using the same tactics. They started firing immediately this time, word must be getting around about us.� Orson enlarged the image, the station looming over the table.
�It was only a matter of time, I suppose,� said a large creature covered in thick hair. It had pale blue eyes that seemed to shine like beacons in contrast to the darkness of its fur. It was wearing a heavy jacket, the fur sticking out at angles where it brushed against the cloth.
�I agree with Kalk. We have done well to get this far, Knower,� said a scaly creature. It was a radiant blue, its fingers webbed, its head mounted with long frills and spines. Like Kalk, he was one of the first to pledge their crews to Orson�s cause. His name was Laguun, but the humans of the Gallant had quickly started calling him Lagoon. A marine had shown the alien an image of the old movie monster they were referencing, and the scaled creature had embraced the name, finding it amusing.
�Exactly. We need to change it up. To go bigger.� Orson didn�t like claiming he was a messiah, but it was certainly effective. He felt guilty, that he was lying to these people, but it was the foot in the door he needed to get people to listen to him. Besides, he wasn�t the only human travelling the galaxy making that claim.
�With all due respect, Knower,� said another of the aliens sat at the table. Auris was more what Orson had expected when aliens had first arrived. She looked human aside from the pointed ears and forehead ridges. �If we were expected here, and that patrol ship was likely on standby to jump as well, shouldn�t we go back to the smaller stations? The easier targets, until we grow our numbers.�
�Normally I would agree, but the data we�ve recovered from the station has given us an incredible opportunity. One we have to seize. This is a big ask, but if we can pull it off taking comm stations will be trivial. Nguyen.� Orson nodded to his adjunct.
�This,� Nguyen said, pointing at the hologram, �is a Council repair facility. It�s an automated station designed to maintain ships in the less developed areas, ones that don�t need a full shipyard or dry dock. A ship flies in, the crew gets off and then the robots aboard the station give it a once over.�
The image rotated as Nguyen manipulated the hologram. The station displayed looked like a giant ring, the inside covered in mechanical arms. A small lump on the ring had a docking clamp, no doubt the storage chamber for the bots she had mentioned.
�And this,� Nguyen said as she flicked her wrist across the tablet. The image changed, the glowing picture of the station fading out as a new image replaced it. It was a Council battleship, a terrifying cluster of sweeping sharp edges and guns. �This is The Shield of the Valorous. It�s an older model Council battleship, mothballed in the sticks until the Substrate invaded. Intercepted transmissions from the station we just captured tell us that she wasn�t well maintained. The reactor shielding was cracked, and the radiation left only those aboard with a higher tolerance alive. She didn�t even make it past orbit.�
�Allow me to guess,� Lagoon said, his webbed hands rubbing together excitedly. �This ship is due to dock at this repair station?�
�She�s already there. Has been for three days. There�s another four before the ship is due to leave. Should be done purging the radiation by the time we arrive.� Nguyen tapped at the tablet again and several sections of the ship became highlighted. �We�ll ingress at these locations. There�s only a skeleton crew remaining.�
�Somewhat literally, if the reactor shielding cracked. There aren�t many races that would survive that,� Kalk said. �A ship like this has a crew of hundreds and a whole battalion of troopers. How many do you expect to remain?�
�Ships manifest states twenty, total. Between the crew and the troopers,� Orson said. �Shouldn�t be a problem for us.�
�The current plan is for our marines to breach here.� Nguyen pointed at the hologram. �This is the closest route to the main reactor chamber. We want fighters from each of your ships to breach at these other locations. You�ll each have a marine with them to help co-ordinate.�
�It would be helpful to send those who have been training our fighters with them, they are already familiar,� Auris said.
�Agreed. Your teams will be responsible for securing the bridge, armoury and medical bay. Council procedure mandates weapons controls are switched off, and that hangars remain locked whilst docked to a facility of any kind. We can worry about those once we�ve taken our targets.� Nguyen tapped at the tablet�s glass, switching off the hologram. �Once we�re done, we fry the computer circuits of the station and set its reactor to blow. Hopefully, we can make it look like the problems on the battleship were more than they thought, and that it took the station with it.�
�I know it�s a big ask. But this is an opportunity we can�t pass up. This is a chance we won�t get again.� Orson stood up, his eyes sweeping across the assembled aliens.
�It could be a trap,� Lagoon said with a shrug. �Like those insectoids.�
�They were just vigilantes trying to be heroes.� Orson had left the survivors aboard the comms station with a stack of rations. He was aware that them getting rescued seemed unlikely, that it was probably quicker to just shoot them, but he felt they deserved at least a chance of some kind. If they were saved, then it simply added to his mythos. The merciful Knower. �But you�re right, it could be. We still have to try. This is a prize we can�t ignore.�
�And if it does turn out to be a trap?� Auris said.
�Then at least we die trying.�

Chapter Sixteen

Michael couldn�t move, the gel of his chair had stretched over him, leaving only his head exposed. He didn�t like it. Michael felt like a butterfly trying-and failing-to break free from a cocoon. The others weren�t having the same issue, their gel had left their arms free, covering only their torsos. It was like the blue ooze knew he was useless, a spare part when it came to running the ship.
Before him, the glass of the control room was awash with fire, the Seeker punching through the atmosphere like a bullet. The battle was behind them now, raging away in orbit, the massed ships taking chunks from one another in a storm of exotic energies. Michael shuddered, the gel shaking as he did. The bizarre heads of those unknown ships, it felt like they had been looking right at him, staring at his soul.
�There�s a city below us,� Aileena said, shouting over the noise. The ship was shuddering as it descended, and everything seemed to creak and rattle in response. �I�m going to bring us in there. Seems a good a place as any.�
�We aren�t going to, you know, run?� Michael and his friends weren�t popular with the Council, and he had no idea how the other aliens were going to treat them. It didn�t feel worthwhile sticking around to see who won.
�We got lucky, we jumped in real close, broke through the line before they could really notice us. We want to lay low in case someone working a targeting console fancies taking a pot shot at us. Especially those things. Rhythm help me those had a lot of guns.�
�Was it? I always assumed you would want to cover a ship with guns like that.� Something clanked in the ceiling, more work for Kestok once they got back. If they got back.
�Nah,� Brekt said. He had activated the controls for the turret atop the Seeker, twisting it around to cover their rear. �Big battleships like that have a forward-facing array of cannons, all fixed to the hull. The kind of range and firepower you need in space means anything smaller just doesn�t have the grunt to be useful.�
�Those other ships seemed to be doing fine.�
�Yeah.� Brekt was barely audible over the noise, his voice softer than usual. �Yeah, they were. Never seen weapons like that. Not surprising they�re holding their own. Each one of those ships must have the firepower of dozens of battleships.�
�We can gawp at them later. Maybe they�ll let us come aboard, take a tour.� Michael shook his head, the only part of his body he could move. �They didn�t look friendly. And don�t start on about differing cultures and stylistic choices or something like that, Mellok. You all know there�s something off about them.�
The feathered alien didn�t chastise Michael as expected. He didn�t say anything at all. He was sullen, his head drooped. His feathers had shifted colour, settling on a purple so deep it was near black. Michael had only seen him like this once before. When Cortica burned.
�Hey, Mellok? Earth to Mellok, you reading me?� Michael tried to wave his hand, immediately feeling the resistance from the gel. He settled for shaking his head instead.
�I�ve seen these before,� Mellok muttered. The noise in the cabin had vanished as the ship slid into a smoother part of the atmosphere, the fire fading away as quickly as it had arrived. �Those ships, during my travels. We can�t stop here.�
�We can�t go back up either,� Aileena said, wrestling with the controls as she levelled the Seeker out. �Look, we�ll just find somewhere to land until there�s a window, an unoccupied pad somewhere on the outskirts of the ci-�
A klaxon sounded and the lights flashed red inside the control room. Large alien symbols sprung to life on each console, announcing something Michael couldn�t read. He felt the swing of the ship as it pulled to the side, the dampening effect of the artificial gravity disabled this close to the surface. The Seeker spun and Michael felt his stomach twisting into knots, nausea coming over him. He had never been one for theme park rides, his stomach was too weak. He was still banned from the log flumes.
�What�s going on?� Michael shouted over the din of the alarm.
�Incoming missiles, launched from the surface,� Brekt said. His words were sharp, terse, snapped off in a hurry as he focused on the controls.
�Can�t we evade them?�
�What in the Rhythm�s name do you think we�re doing?� Aileena barked.
The Seeker rolled again, a missile streaking past as it did. Michael could see the exhaust trail of the weapon through the control room glass. It was coming around, curving as it turned to race at the Seeker head-on. There was a flash of purple light, several short snaps of energy as one of the defensive turrets on the belly of the ship unfurled from its hidden position and fired. The missile exploded, shrapnel clattering against the hull as the Seeker raced through the still lingering flames.
�We�ve got another one,� Brekt said. �Second launch from the same location. Personnel mounted weapons. I�d put good money on that. Looks like it�s from the top of the nearby building.�
The Seeker spun again as Aileena tried to shake the lock from the second missile.
�Just give them a fright, pin them down. We don�t want to make any unnecessary enemies.� Aileena had turned the Seeker on the spot, relying on its side-mounted engines for lift. She fired the main engines, normally designed to break orbit, quickly reversing the direction they were travelling. It was a move she had learnt from Brekt, the other mercenary pulling the trick to save them from an angry gangster.
The missile was coming right at them now, and quickly, the impressive acceleration from the Seeker closing the gap. Aileena waited, her hands ready on the controls, her six eyes narrowing as she stared down the ordinance.
�Uh, Aileena, it�s right there,� Michael said.
�I know! Just one more moment.�
She slammed the controls to the right, allowing the upward thrust from the engines to fall away as she did. The Seeker turned on its side and fell, the heavy ship dropping quickly. The missile screamed past, unable to adjust its course in time. The belly gun fired another series of short scattered shots, and the second missile exploded harmlessly away from the ship.
Aileena turned the controls, shifting the ship back to a level plane. The engines roared in defiance, working hard to keep the Seeker aloft.
�I�ve got a bead on them. Looks like four people on the top of the tower block over there.� Brekt flicked a switch on the console before him. �Time to give them a scare.�
The main turret atop the Seeker, a much larger and more impressive weapon than the belly guns, fired. A single beam of purple light, one that seemed to be both impossibly dark yet transcendently glowing, fired from the single barrel of the turret. It didn�t hit the building, instead, it flew across the top, a warning shot intended to frighten rather than hurt.
The excitement of being attacked fading, Michael noticed the state of the city for the first time. It was a nightmare. Buildings had been destroyed, several still burning, whilst the roads had been churned up from constant fighting. There were flashes of light everywhere, weapons fire being exchanged in streets and alleys.
�Our friends are running,� Brekt said. He had brought up a hologram before him, sensor readings of the tower. It looked like a thermal image. Several glowing figures, one carrying a large tube over its shoulder, were running down the floors of the building. �Don�t think they�re troopers. They would have had a two-man team and been quick enough to fire a third shot.�
Aileena had slowed the Seeker, hovering it close to a nearby tower, hugging the alien building for cover. She too was peering through the glass, watching the city below.
�What in the Rhythm�s name is that?� Aileena tapped at the console, switching the sensor image away from the tower. The thermal imaging faded, swapping to a more normal-looking camera feed.
It settled on a strange machine, striding forward confidently as people ran from it. It had four blade-like legs attached to a central point. From beneath that, a curved body dangled, a single red glowing eye attached to it. Thin arms hung from the side of the body of the thing, metallic fingers interlocking as it walked. It towered over the people fleeing from it, the tips of its insect-like legs nearly two stories high. The sinister eye flashed and a pulse of red light burst forth. It struck one of the fleeing people, leaving only a cloud of ash.
�That,� Mellok said. �Is a collector. A drone belonging to the Unmind Index. We need to leave. Now. This world is doomed.�
�What in the hell is an Unmind Index?� Michael could feel the gel retreating, slithering back behind him now its job was done.
�Trouble,� Aileena said, somewhat unhelpfully. �Really bad news.�
�Super clear. Thanks. Helpful.�
�Look, you don�t want to know more than that. Trust me on this.�
�Aileena is right,� Brekt said. �The Unmind is something else.�
�Look. If I�m going to keep tooling around the galaxy with you lot, you can�t shield me from the crap. I might be naive about the galaxy, but I�m not a child.�
�You know what, fine.� Aileena tossed up her hands. She stood up from her seat, the gel retracting enough to allow her to unclip the harness. She stomped up the ramp that separated the lower piloting level from the rest of the control room. Aileena stopped, placing her hands on the console before Michael. �The Unmind Index is a nightmare. It�s not a species. It�s not an empire, or kingdom, or anything else. It�s a machine. One designed to index all life in the galaxy.�
�Doesn�t seem so bad.�
�No-one knows what indexing means. Some people get taken away. Everyone else is unnecessary. If you�re lucky it will kill you. If you�re unlucky, then you�ll get taken prisoner and melted down into the nutrient slurry the Unmind uses in its bio-circuitry.�
�Oh.�
�Oh exactly. Honestly, I�ve only ever heard stories. Tales passed down across mercenary bars the galaxy over. Can�t say I�ve ever met someone who has come across them in person. They�re a kind of universal boogieman. Normally they take maybe a system or two a year.�
�I was fortunate,� Mellok said. �They were moving on when I arrived. I was looking for a lost scroll on a jungle world, one outside of Council space. My ship hid in a cave until they left. I suggest we leave before something similar becomes necessary.�
The Seeker shook, the alarm starting up again. Aileena stumbled, struggling to keep her footing as the ship spun in the air. Brekt swapped the ship controls to his console, fighting against the spiralling ship.
�We�ve been hit. Rhythm knows by what though.� Brekt managed to get control of the ship, bringing the spinning to a stop. He began to swing the ship from side to side, anticipating more incoming fire.
�By that!� Michael pointed at the glass. Clinging to the tower block next to them was a collector, the drone clambering up the building by jamming its legs into the concrete. Its eye shimmered as it prepared to fire again.
It didn�t get the chance. A missile slammed into the side of the machine and it exploded, splattering the side of the building with a thick red gloop. The shattered metal tumbled to the street below. The missile had been launched from the tower that had targeted the Seeker, their attackers now their saviours. There was a bright glow from one of the windows, the tell-tale throbbing light of a flare.
�Looks like we�re being signalled,� Mellok said. �What should we do?�
�I mean, we can�t leave because of the ships above, and staying here seems a stupid idea on account of the bloody spider robots that want to kill us. Maybe saying hello to the people with the missiles isn�t a stupid idea,� Michael said.
* * *
The ramp clomped as it struck the roof of the building, the airlock hissing as it opened in response. Aileena stepped out first, a rifle tucked in her arms. Brekt followed, choosing to hold a weapon in each hand. Michael had his sidearm, whilst Mellok had refused a weapon entirely. It seemed like a miracle the Cortican had survived up until now at all. Every time he spoke about his journey to find Michael, it seemed more and more dangerous.
Stood opposite them were four aliens, each with bright orange skin and long elongated heads. Their clothing was torn, rags tied in places just to keep sleeves attached or trousers held up. There was a weariness in their eyes.
�Apologies,� said the one carrying the missile launcher over their shoulder. He put the weapon down and leant his elbow on it. �We thought you were another ship bringing more collectors to the surface. You should have perhaps turned on your identity beacon.�
�Maybe we should,� Aileena said. Her tone was full of sarcasm. She wasn�t impressed by the people before her. �Maybe you should check your targets. You�re not troopers.�
�No, just some civvies who wanted to fight back. Not many troopers left, they met the first collectors in the fields where they landed. Wasn�t the smartest idea in hindsight.� The alien sighed. �Come on, better take you to meet the colonel.�

Chapter Seventeen

The doors at the bottom of the tower block opened, the militia fighters leading the way as Michael followed behind them. His legs ached from the long walk down the tower, the elevator being out of action. It was startling how similar it was to the estates in London, the same ones that Michael had lived in all his life. Aside from the odd blinking light on door locks, it seemed the same. There was even graffiti on the walls, alien teens scrawling their names in illegible script. Michael could never make out what those illicitly scribbled tags said, even when they were written in English.
Their hosts had been stoically quiet as they had led them down the staircase. The missile launcher had clattered against the railing constantly being slightly too wide for the stairs as it hung from a strap over its wielder�s shoulder. Michael hadn�t dared break the silence; he wouldn�t know what to say if he did. Sorry, your world�s being invaded. How could he even begin to broach that?
Aileena had taken the rear as they had descended, and now they were crossing the street she held that position. Brekt had volunteered to stay aboard the Seeker in case the ship was needed. Parking it atop the building seemed like as good a spot they were going to get for now. They could always move it if needed. Aileena had tried to convince Mellok to stay with Brekt but he had insisted, claiming that he would be at least as useful as Michael. It was hard to argue against that, even if Mellok was unarmed. Michael still wasn�t a good shot.
�Keep low,� Aileena muttered, adopting a crouched run. �Stick close to any cover you can.�
�Your friend is right,� the fighter carrying the missile launcher said. He had given his name as Akob and seemed to be the leader of the small unit. �The machines� sensors are powerful, but they are short-ranged. If they can�t see you, they can�t get close enough to use them.�
�What happens if they can use them?� Michael said. He was still ignorant about so much out here in space. He knew it risked making him sound stupid, but there wasn�t any other way to learn.
�Well then, my friend,� Akob said. �Then it won�t matter if they can see you or not. They�ll know exactly where you are no matter what you hide behind. You�re already dead at that point.�
�Wonderful. How long have you been fighting? When did these things arrive?�
�About two weeks, maybe a little longer. I�m starting to lose track of the days.�
�I�m sorry, two weeks?! I thought you might say months.�
Akob shook his head. �You must have seen crowds running as your ship came in? This city got hit in the last few days. There are still groups of survivors being rooted out by the collectors.�
�That battle in orbit can�t have been going on for weeks,� Aileena said. �Not from the firepower we saw on display. What happened to the planetary defences?�
�What defences?� Akob said with a snort. �Any ships in orbit were pulled away to fight the Substrate months ago. The fleet above arrived a few hours ago from what we can tell. Hard to get a good picture of what�s going on up there with the gear we have.� He shrugged, causing the launcher to swing on its strap. �They probably didn�t even expect to get into a fight. They certainly haven�t sent any troopers down to help us.�
�Likely they were coming here to collect any forces you had remaining,� Mellok said. �This planet is far from the border with the Substrate.�
�You�re probably not wrong. As soon as their drives are charged, they�ll jump out and leave us. We�re probably all just waiting for our beats to re-join the Rhythm. Living on borrowed time.� Akob came to a stop, crouching down close to the asphalt. His fingers felt around the edge of a manhole cover. �Still, we�ll fight to the end. We Purnaxians are a stubborn lot.�
The other fighters murmured in agreement as Akob slid the manhole cover free. There was a ladder beneath, leading into a tunnel under the street. A strong stench wafted from the open hole.
�Right,� Akob said. �Who�s first?�
* * *
Skorra was sitting in a tree, her legs dangling over the branches. Skorra had never seen trees before, her world covered in a thick layer of ice. Something about sitting in one felt right in a way she couldn�t quite explain. Climbing it had been the most natural thing in the world to her. She could feel the leaves moving around her, swaying in the breeze.
In her hands, Skorra was turning over a destroyed power relay. The device was smaller than she had expected, a cylinder the size of her forearm. Like most things aboard the Sword it was made of a pearlescent beige metal, though it was covered in scorch marks where heat had cracked the metal and escaped from within.
The Sword itself seemed to loom before her. Kestok had decided to land the ship near Brekt�s Landing, crushing a small copse of trees in the process. A constant stream of people were travelling back and forth, the now working recyclers turning spare scrap from the other ships into usable tools. Some of the people heading into the Sword were even riding the living beds, hanging onto the headboards like reins.
Skorra put the power relay down, resting it against the trunk of the tree. It wobbled uneasily before settling into a divot on the branch. Kestok had allowed her to take it, indulging her curiosity. Skorra had spent her life trying to unravel the secrets of the Sword, and now they were being laid out before her in easy to digest lessons. She loved it. Her people had operated the technology of their home, but they hadn�t understood it. Working things had become a mixture of rumours passed down by generations and trial and error.
From just her short time with Kestok and the others, Skorra understood so much more. She knew now that the relay was a more complex version of the electric switches that had been common in her own technology, along with acting as a kind of fuse. Replacing the damaged ones from the handful of spare parts they had found in the holds in the Sword had been easy. A simple case of popping out the damaged one and slotting in the replacement. From what Kestok had explained it was fabricating new ones that was hard, the elements required rare and expensive.
Skorra plucked one of the leaves from the tree and began tearing it apart absentmindedly. The relay was just a more advanced version of technology the current Merydians had. Did her ancestors use less advanced parts to make repairs easier for the tower? Had those who had fled the planet simply taken all the good components with them? Skorra often wondered if there was a colony of Merydians out there somewhere amongst the stars.
Her mind drifted to the race who had built Eden. Michael had said they hadn�t existed on his Earth, that something had wiped them out. Skorra couldn�t help but feel a kinship to them in a way, two races struck down in their prime. She wondered what the technology that made Eden was like. Was the planet�s power regulators another step above?
�Wait�� Skorra said out loud to herself. She picked up the relay, twisting it about in her hands. With a hop, she leapt from the branch to the trunk of the tree, the relay in one hand whilst the claws on the other dug into deep brown bark. She climbed down in a few short jumps, moving vertically coming naturally to her.
Burnt tube of metal in hand, Skorra ran excitedly towards the Sword, disappearing between the trees as she did.
* * *
The air stank. Michael had expected it to, after all, it was a sewer, but it was somehow worse than he had imagined. The people of Purnax were especially pungent. The sewer itself was huge, a large carved out tunnel with platforms on each side to walk on. It was tall enough for Michael to stand as they walked into the darkness. Every so often there was a dull glow, lights affixed to the walls that cast only the dimmest aura.
�It�s so dark here, I can�t see anything. God, I wish I had your eyes.�
�They aren�t all that. My kind gets a lot of problems with cataracts when we�re older. Plus, we get headaches if the light is too bright sometimes.� Aileena had let her rifle go loose now they were under the cover of the sewers.
�Hah, well so do my people. You�re still coming up a winner honestly.�
�Really? Oh, sucks to be you then.�
There was a noise, a loud plop in the water ahead. Aileena snapped the rifle to her shoulder in a moment, readying the weapon. The plop was followed by an angry hiss as one of the fighters cracked open a flare. Furious red light filled the tunnel, bathing everything in crimson.
Ahead of them, illuminated by the flare, was a swarm of small machines, miniature versions of the collectors above. There were scuttling across the stone like insects, the water splashing over them. They lacked the eyes of the larger units, instead, each arm ended in a long needle-like appendage. Deadly blades ready to strike.
Akob and his fighters were quick, snapping off shots with their weapons, energy pulses flying down the sewer tunnel. The glowing rounds slammed into the swarm, the machines pouring out from the darkness into the light of the flare. Several fell, their legs clutching inwards like dying spiders. Still more came, an overwhelming tide of metal.
Michael drew his sidearm, adding his shots to the barrage. He hit something, a miracle by his standards, though with the number of machines pouring at them missing seemed impossible. Aileena was stood beside him, adding her rifle to the attack, firing over the Purnaxian fighters who had all crouched. Mellok was cowering behind them, his feathers shifting to match the glowing of the flare.
The machines kept coming, two more replacing each that had fallen. Michael felt his finger begin to ache as he continued to pull the trigger. They would be on them in moments. After everything he had been through, dying in an alien sewer seemed the least glamorous way he could have gone.
There was a clatter, something flying over the wave of Unmind machines. It was a silver orb. It was swiftly followed by another, though the second one had glowing red lights.
The first orb sprung open, a wall of energy forming between the machines and the makeshift gun line. Michael had seen something like it before when he had been kidnapped from Earth. The shield proved its worth as a fraction later the second orb exploded, the blue wall rippling as the fire washed against it.
A few more gunshots rang out as the fire faded, a twisted mess of mangled machines remaining. A figure strode through the smoke and darkness, the familiar shape of a suit of Council trooper armour becoming visible. The figure wasn�t wearing its helmet, revealing a purple-skinned alien female, small horns studded around her head, long emerald hair flowing over her shoulders. She carried an impressive multi-barrelled weapon in her hands. At her waist, magnetised to her armour, was another set of grenades.
�Getting into trouble, Akob?� she said as she slung her weapon onto her shoulder.
�I think it�s impossible not to. These things are everywhere now, Colonel.� Akob allowed himself to relax, the tension in his shoulders from clutching his rifle easing away. He stood up and turned to face Michael and his friends. �We�ve got us some visitors. With a ship. We were on our way to find you, actually.�
�A ship, huh? Just the thing we need.�

Chapter Eighteen

There was a constant low murmur, fevered whispers about the newcomers from the handful of people clustered around the spluttering fire. The resistance wasn�t what Michael had expected. He hoped there were more of them, hiding in the city, waiting in ambush, otherwise, it consisted of about ten people total. If that was the case, it was more an angry annoyance to the Unmind than an effective defence. Michael smiled at one group of them, their eyes narrowing in suspicion.
The Colonel placed their scary-looking weapon against the wall. The thing was nearly as tall as Michael and the trooper had lifted the weapon like it weighed nothing. The woman had been silent since meeting them. Simply leading them through the sewers with a series of hand gestures and grunts. The shattered remains of the small machines had been scattered about as they journeyed, remnants of the Colonel�s work.
�Right, welcome to resistance HQ. Or as close to one as we have. Hardly worth shouting about,� the Colonel said. �The HQ or the resistance.�
The chamber they were stood inside seemed to be a supply room of some kind. Some of the crates that had once rested inside had been moved to form a makeshift barricade by the entrance, whilst others were being used as tables or seats. There was only one entrance from the sewer itself but at the back of the room was a long ladder that seemed to lead to the street above. It was a decent place to hold up. Hidden, easily defended but with an escape route. Even to Michael, it was obvious the Colonel knew her stuff.
�I should probably be a little more formal. I�m Colonel Ivona Dir�ilk. I was the head of the troopers assigned to public order in this city. Only reason we survived really; they didn�t think cops were worth pulling off the beat to assist in the initial landings.� Ivona sat down, the crate she had chosen creaking under the weight of her armour. One of the resistance members by the fire passed her a metal dish that held mixed vegetables in a thick blue slime. �Not that it helped my men much. Most of them fell when the Unmind hit the city. Probably floating face down in a digestion unit somewhere.� Ivona shovelled a mouthful of the slime into her mouth with a spoon.
�You said you needed our ship,� Aileena said, cutting right to the point.
Ivona placed the spoon back into the goop. It began to sink slowly. �Well yeah, of course. Hanging around here is a death sentence. With a ship, we can get these people off-world. I�m not stupid. I can�t stay here forever fighting a losing fight. If I bug out with these people now, at least I save someone.�
�We aren�t going anywhere. Those fleets in orbit will lock something coming out of the atmosphere and blast it apart. They won�t even scan us properly; they�ll just assume its ordnance and fire first.�
�I have Council codes. We can broadcast them, mark us as friendly.�
�The Unmind ships still won�t care.�
Ivona just shrugged, her armour rattling as she did. �Not much to be done about that. The Unmind down here aren�t exactly the friendliest things. I�d rather get atomised in space than captured and turned into slurry.�
�Are those our only two options? They don�t seem great.� Michael ran his fingers through his hair, letting out a long-exasperated sigh. �This was supposed to just be a shopping trip. Pick up some supplies, some spare parts. Being attacked by evil robots wasn�t on the list.�
�I don�t believe we can categorise the Unmind as evil, Knower,� Mellok said. �It is a machine, acting in accordance with its programming. Is the Seeker evil?�
�Is Clive? Clive�s a machine, he acts based on programming. But he�s clearly capable of making decisions, choosing right from wrong.�
�You raise an excellent point. Though I think debating the inherent nature of a construct is probably unwise. Hmm, maybe something for the congregation though.� Colours rippled across Mellok�s feathers as he thought to himself like his brain waves were being reflected physically in his plumage.
Ivona let out a chuckle, her spoon raised halfway to her mouth after being fished out of the slop. �I�m sorry, Knower? Like, the Knower of Truths? You reckon you�re some kurgshit messiah?�
�I can assure you, colonel, that Michael is certainly the fabled Knower. I spent considerable years of my life searching the stars for relics and scripture to find him.� It was still hard for Michael to imagine Mellok plunging through lost tombs or seeking out hidden sects, travelling across the galaxy in his search. Michael had only been in space a few months and had bounced from one dangerous situation to the next, and he considered it a miracle Mellok had survived.
Ivona turned to face Michael directly. �Well, I�m sorry your gloriousness. Please excuse me if I don�t fawn myself at your feet.� She shoved the spoon into her mouth almost angrily. �How do you know he�s really the Knower. Couldn�t he be the Teller of Lies?�
�The what now?�
�Teller of Lies,� Aileena said. �Some sects maintain that there is a counterpart to the Knower who will bring discord and ruin. An anti-messiah kind of.�
�Right. That makes sense. I can see why Mellok hasn�t mentioned it. Throws his whole theory out the window. I don�t want to be the Knower, but I can�t say I fancy being the antichrist either.�
�The what?�
�Oh,� Michael said. �It�s a human religion thing. Same kind of anti-messiah idea.�
�Look,� Ivona said, chewing the slime noisily as she spoke. �I don�t care who you claim to be. I just need to use your ship to get off-world. You need to get off-world. Seems like a win-win to me. Aside from the possibly getting blown to bits thing, of course.�
�Well of course. That minor detail.� Michael rolled his eyes. �Look, we would love to help. We really would. I like to think we�re just that kind of people. Seems like everywhere we go we�re helping someone.�
�Even if they aren�t super appreciative at the time,� Aileena added.
�Right,� Michael said, nodding in agreement. �Look, a lot of people are relying on us. Throwing away the Seeker just isn�t an option.�
�What if we can get you what you needed?� Ivona said. �You came here for supplies, right? Shops aren�t exactly open at the moment. What if I told you I know where we can get all the supplies you need?�
�An in exchange you want a lift off-world,� Aileena said.
�Right on the money.�
Michael looked around the makeshift camp. There were children amongst the armed fighters, uncovered wounds, torn clothing. It looked like every war movie he had ever seen but all the worse for being real. There was no decision in his eyes,
�It�s a deal.� He turned towards Aileena. �We can�t leave these people like this,� Michael said pre-emptively.
�We were never going to. I might be a mercenary, but you know I�m not heartless.�
�I never said you were.�
�It was the insinuation.�
�Lovers quarrel over?� Ivona said. �All done? Good. Let me lay it out for you then.�
* * *
The Seeker hovered over the warehouse below, the light from its engines casting a blue glow across the roof of the structure. They had waited until the dead of night, Brekt landing the ship in the streets directly above the resistance base, the people inside clambering up the ladder and then onto the Seeker. Ivona had insisted her people be loaded onto the ship before they headed to the warehouse she had identified, though she had helped grease the wheels by offering the resistance fighters assistance gathering the supplies needed.
Light danced across the warehouse, cast from beneath the nose of the Seeker as it looked for a clear space to land. The warehouse was massive, and around it was a swath of asphalt, a field of grey surrounding the structure. The people inside were aware that the light would be a beacon in the dark, easily spotted by any enemies, but they had little choice. Crashing through the roof of the warehouse was unlikely to help their quest for supplies.
The Seeker descended, its landing struts hitting the ground with a crunch. There was no time for delicate landings. Ivona had been clear that whilst the collectors tended to stick to populated areas, that didn�t stop them from wandering on occasion. The ramp before the airlock extended outwards, and the door opened with a hiss.
�Right let�s go people. In and out quickly. You�ve got your lists, stick to them and get them back here as soon as.� Ivona was stood by the airlock, the resistance members running past her. Through the doorway, the warehouse was visible, a gaudy neon sign over the huge double doors.
�You know, my interactions with Council guys has been limited, but I�ve not seen many actually care about civilians,� Michael said. He had his own list tucked under his arm, written out by Mellok in English.
�I�m not stupid. I know how the Council can be. But, you know, if you want to protect people, what other choice do you have? I know I didn�t. Always wanted to watch over my friends, my family. Joining the Council military was the only route I had into that.� Ivona shrugged. �You�ve got to work with what you�ve got.�
�What is this place, how did you learn about it?�
�The warehouse? It�s for a big superstore in the city. Dealers loved to use it as a meet-up spot to sell their junk. Been out here a few times to break them up.�
Her words shocked Michael a little. He was used to seeing the odd drug dealer in London, lurking on a street corner or in a doorway. It was part of everyday life in the city. He realised that for some reason he had considered the Council above that, imagining gleaming spires and high-tech living. The Purnaxian city he had seen so far could have been mistaken for London on a foggy day. It felt comforting in a way. After all the crazy alien worlds and strange technology something more normal was soothing. Or it would be, were it not for the killer robots marauding through the streets.
�Right, well, I better get started,� Michael said, holding up his list. �Got a lot to collect.�
* * *
Mellok hadn�t thought it all the way through. It had made sense at the time, to use his psychic translation abilities to scrawl Michael�s list. No one had thought to consider that Mellok�s link to Michael�s mind only worked on the verbal.
Michael was stood before a row of boxes, trying to puzzle out exactly what was within. The top item on the list asked for �non-perishable tinned fruit�, and Michael had found tins. He wasn�t exactly sure if they were fruit though. The only hint to what was within was a large cartoon mascot on the label, a vaguely oblong purple blob with a tentacle and a winking set of eyes.
�Guess this will have to do,� he whispered to himself. Michael lifted one of the boxes, grunting under the weight as he did, and dropped it onto one of the flatbed hovering trolleys that were littered around the warehouse. It bobbed slightly under the weight. �Ok, what�s next?�
There was a rumble in reply, dust falling from the rafters of the warehouse. It was followed by shouting, then the sound of weapons fire. Loud cracks of violent energy. The source of the commotion became clear as a collector crashed its way through the warehouse, toppling the isles as it went. Energy blasts sizzled against its dark metal as it�s glowing eye searched. It turned, firing off a series of red pulses, exploding boxes and crates. The eye swung around as it spotted Michael, scrambling over the fallen shelves towards him.
Michael snapped at his pistol, firing a shot off. It landed clean, a first for him, digging into the thick wire covered body of the machine. The cabling looked like sinew, giving the collector an oddly organic look. It didn�t seem phased by the shot.
�Target identified,� the collector said. It had a voice like two cheese graters being rubbed together. A wave of red light washed over Michael, projected from the machine�s eye. �Target not catalogued. Preparing for collection. Error. Genetic profile impossible. Error.�
The collector came close, its thin wiry arms reaching for Michael. He felt himself recoil instinctively.
�Impossibility in genetic makeup. Calculating odds of sensor error. Sensors functioning correctly. Calculating odds of parallel evolution.�
�You don�t want me,� Michael said, finding himself pleading with a machine. �I�m an error, an abnormality, you said it yourself. Probably best you leave me alone, don�t want to be getting errors in your system do you, not a great look.� He was babbling again, a bad habit when nervous.
�Odds statistically improbable. Reconfiguring logic. Genetic profile improbable but correct. Component rating excellent. Proceeding to collection.�
The body of the machine cracked open, the wires moving aside to reveal a yawning black chasm. It was like a maw had opened, ready to consume Michael. Cables lashed out from within, coiling around his body like tendrils. They lifted him into the air and began to pull him inside.

Chapter Nineteen

The tendrils squeezed as they pulled Michael towards the opening. Within he could see a frightening array of jagged edges and long needles, no doubt designed to keep a prisoner compliant. He struggled against it, thrashing his legs as he tried to break free. It wasn�t working, the collector seemed to grip tighter with every movement of Michael�s body. The machine was taking its time like it was somehow savouring the experience.
Michael�s hand still clutched at his pistol, though his arm was getting numb from the crushing tentacle and he could feel it slipping. He twisted his wrist trying to get an angle for a shot. His previous attempts had simply crashed against the armoured machine, but it would at least be an act of defiance. Unable to find an angle, Michael fired into the ground, his finger squeezing the trigger as fast as he dared.
Another cable lashed out from within the collector�s guts, slapping the weapon from Michael�s hand. It clattered against the floor of the warehouse, sliding off into the shadows. His brief attempt to fight back spurred the collector on, and it yanked him inside itself.
Michael could feel darkness wash over him as the machine�s body sealed itself shut, wrapping around him like a cocoon. Inside was warmer than he had expected. It would have been almost soothing, were it not for the sharp pinpricks of needles pressing against his skin. The annoyance became pain as the needles slid forward in the darkness, digging into his flesh. There was a wave of red light, briefly illuminating the inside of the collector. Michael was surrounded by a mass of cables bundled together like muscle. They pulsed unsettlingly.
�God damn it,� Michael said, the words spluttering over his lips. They had barged up his throat almost subconsciously, Michael�s need to talk when stressed presenting itself again. �You�ve been on borrowed time since you got snatched off Earth, let�s be honest with our-�
Michael felt a force slam against him, heavy and hard. He felt a crack, the snap of a rib as he tumbled. It was disorienting, to spin helplessly in the dark, nothing visible to get his bearings with. There was a horrible shrieking noise like two cats yowling into a toy microphone. Something wet and warm splattered against his cheek.
�Sys-system damaged,� the collector said. Its voice was painful to hear, amplified within its body to an awful wail. �Calculating odds of sur-survival. Chances po-po-poor. Collection of specimen un-like-like-likely. Transmitting location for coll-eeee-ection.�
There was a burst of loud cracks, the tell-tale sound of energy weapons being fired. They had a distinct tone, like the sonic boom of a whip. It was very different from what Michael had expected, decades of science fiction movies training him to look out for something higher pitched.
He blinked instinctively as light poured over his face, the body of the collector pulled open by unseen hands. He felt more of the wetness against him, a thick red slime dripping from the opening. Someone grabbed him pulling him free. It hurt as the needles refused to slide loose, instead snapping off from the inside of the collector.
�Rise and shine, magic boy,� Ivona said, her armoured hands grabbing Michael by the shoulders. She pulled him upright onto wobbling feet, her weapon hanging from a strap across her shoulder. �Nearly won yourself an all-expenses-paid trip to the Rhythm knows where.�
�You got lucky.� Akob was loading another missile into his launcher, the ammo retrieved from a colleague�s backpack. �Seems like the Unmind has never indexed your kind before. Good thing too, or you would probably be ash by now.�
Michael brushed at his cheek, sending the red goop that had collected there splattering onto the floor. A pool of the liquid had already formed, leaking from the fallen machine like blood. �Sorry, you fired a rocket at that thing, when you knew I was in there?�
�Collectors are well armoured. We knew you would be fine. Probably. Even if you hadn�t, trust me you didn�t want that thing to take you.� Ivona picked up one of the boxes of tins from the ground. They had fallen in the machines rampage, knocked off the hovering trolley. She placed it back on, before adding a few more for good measure.
�Fine isn�t quite right,� Michael said holding at his side. It hurt like hell, the throbbing spreading across his torso. �What is this shit?� he said as he dipped the toe of his shoe into the pooling ooze.
�People who get taken but don�t need to be indexed,� Ivona said. She was holding up another box of tins, the cartoon blob smiling from the side. �The collectors use it in their construction, some kind of biological wiring. Not sure, not a scientist.�
Michael removed the tip of his shoe. He suddenly felt like he had stepped on a grave.
�We should get a move on,� Akob said. �In case there are more of them lurking about.�
�The machine did say something about transmitting its location as it died.� Michael looked back at the thing. Its side had been blasted apart, the wires forming the body flopping loose. Michael realised how close he had come to being the missile�s second victim, the interior chamber was nearly exposed. The collector had slumped to the ground, looking like a fallen monster.
�Oh.� Ivona dropped another selection of tins onto the hover trolley. �We need to get the hell out of here then. Now.� Ivona raised her wrist near her mouth, lights blinking on her armour. �Colonel to everyone, we�re bugging out. Get back to the ship, bring what you�ve got but don�t grab anything else.�
�Grab one of those crates,� Akob said tapping Michael on the shoulder. It shook his torso causing his side to scream in pain. Michael was sure something was broken.
Michael lifted the tins. It felt heavier than it should of, his ordeal weakening him. �Got it.�
�Ok,� Ivona said, gripping the handle on the hover trolley with one hand, whilst brandishing her cannon with the other. �Let�s get out of here.�
* * *
The engines of the Seeker let out their signature whine as they spun up. The resistance fighters were loading their spoils aboard, most of them stealing hover trolleys to make it easier. It wasn�t much, they had barely begun their search when the collector had appeared, but it was better than nothing. The real issue was that the salvaged goods didn�t contain anything that could be used to fabricate the parts the Sword needed.
Ivona�s order to flee was proving the right one. Several glowing red lights were approaching the warehouse, brief glimpses caught through the gaps in the surrounding buildings. More machines were coming, summoned by their fallen comrade.
�Everyone in, quickly. If you�re not inside before the engines get up to speed, we�re taking off without you,� Ivona shouted. She was hanging off the entry ramp, clinging to the airlock with one hand whilst beckoning the lagging members inside with the other. �Unless you fancy a trip inside a collector like our Knower buddy.�
Michael was watching Ivona from inside the airlock. He was sat against the far wall, Aileena running a small grey box over his side. It felt cold, and oddly tingly where the metal touched his skin.
�Stay still,� Aileena said, jabbing Michael in the side with the device. In her other hand was a small tablet, words unreadable to Michael scrolling down it. �This thing is struggling with you as is. Don�t make it worse.�
�She�s tough on them, isn�t she?� Michael said, nodding towards Ivona.
�She has to be. Been in a situation like this myself once or twice. Well, not exactly like this, but close enough.� Aileena examined the tablet closely, her six eyes narrowing. �You have to be harsh. There�s no room to let things slide.�
�I guess. Ow,� Michael said, wincing. �Be careful with that.�
�Looks like you have a hairline fracture on a rib, not a break. And wow, you have so many ribs. Lots of really thin ones. Bit weird.�
�Alright. No need to start taking digs at my biology.�
�You�ll be fine. Just try not to move too much or do anything strenuous for a few weeks.�
�Oh, I�ll just let the killer robots know,� Michael said. �I�m sure they�ll be accommodating.�
Ivona�s boots clanked as she stepped inside the airlock. The normally brilliant red of her trooper armour had lost its sheen during her ordeal. There were large scrapes across it, revealing the dull metal beneath.
�Everyone is aboard. Bit of a slim haul sorry,� Ivona said. She was looking directly at Aileena. �You understand right, you did say you�re a merc? You know situations can change.�
�Yeah. Yeah, these things happen. I�ll tell you a story about that once we�re clear. It involves two drunk Mikons and a versac with a wonky saddle.�
�I�ll have to take you up on it. You ok?�
�I will be, eventually.� Michael rubbed at his arms where the needles had been. �That thing freaked out when it scanned me. Something about impossible genes? No idea.�
Aileena eyed Michael. There was something on her mind, he could tell.
�You�re looking at me like chopped liver,� Michael said. The confused stare was all the response he needed. �Right yeah, probably didn�t translate. You look like you have something to say.�
�It�s not important. Not right now.� Aileena stood up, slipping the medical scanner and tablet into a pocket on her trousers. �I�m assuming the colonel here has some experience running ships?�
�Not much honestly. I�m a ground pounder. Got some basic scanner operation certs but that�s about it.�
�That�ll do, take up the sensor console. Michael you�ll have to take the couches at the back.� Aileena turned towards the resistance fighters. �The galley chairs have gel seats. There are some emergency pads in the back of the cargo bay. Stack them against the far wall. We�ll be going vertical quickly.�
The fighters nodded, disappearing into the hold.
�Ok,� Ivona said. �I�m about ready to get off this hell world.�
Michael let out a chuckle, immediately regretting it as a sharp pain shot across his chest. �You�re really going to love where we take you. You could say it�s almost the exact opposite.�
* * *
The Seeker lifted into the air, hovering above the warehouse as it ascended. It swept with its light, just as it had done when it had arrived. Now the asphalt below was full of scuttling metal. The collectors had come, clambering over the low wall that ran around the complex. They looked up at the ship, a baleful swarm of glowing eyes.
Several of the collectors fired shots, pulses of red flying off into the night as the Seeker jinked in response. It could have rocketed off into the sky, escaping from the threat below, but it didn�t. Instead, it floated above for a moment, before unleashing petty vengeance.
The belly guns fired, energy beams raking across the swarm below. Metal melted at its touch, dropping several of the collectors. It wasn�t much of a difference from the overall swarm, but it was something at least. A tiny victory on behalf of the Purnaxians.
The Seeker fired its engines, the jet wash pressing against the collectors below it as the ship lifted itself higher. It tilted backwards, shifting until its nose pointed upwards towards the stars above. With a great monstrous roar, the main engines awoke, brilliant blue light blossoming from within as they pushed the Seeker into the sky.
* * *
�I do hope the codes you have work,� Mellok said. He was inputting the string of numbers Ivona had provided into the communications console before him. His feathers had taken on a dark blue hue. Mellok was normally a shimmering rainbow, a cascade of colour. When he adopted a block colour it was normally a sign of unease. The Seeker had breached the upper atmosphere, the artificial gravity switching back on.
Ahead, the battle was still ongoing. The Council fleet was smaller than when they had arrived, whilst the furious bound titans of the Unmind Index seemed unperturbed. They were winning, the Council fleet now further from the planet than it had been. Beaten back over thousands of miles by the constant barrage of angry red energy.
�Not worried about the Council, it�s those monsters that will be our problem,� Aileena was gripping the controls tightly, ready to move. �Time on our jump drive?�
�Just a few moments,� Brekt said. �I�m plotting a course to a gap between systems. We can jump, wait to see if we�re followed, then head to Eden. Don�t want to lead someone there.�
�Good idea,� Aileena slammed the controls to the side, sending the Seeker into a spiral. A burst of red light skimmed past. The Unmind ships had noticed them, twisting some of their guns in their direction. �It�s getting a little dicey out here.�
�Ready.� Brekt nodded to his colleague, and Aileena tapped at the console before her.
The Seeker winked out of existence, vanishing into the twisting realm of jump space.

Chapter Twenty

Orson felt a dull throb in his head, a constant reminder that the Gallant was currently cruising through jump space. He was sat in the captain�s chair which groaned under his weight. Like the rest of the bridge crew, he was wearing a spare suit of trooper armour, just in case things went wrong. Orson was experienced enough to know that on a mission this daring, they almost certainly would.
He wasn�t a fan of wearing the armour. The suits were designed to fit a wide a range of species as possible. You entered them from behind, stepping into the suit, the armour panels shutting behind you. The padding inside would then contract around you, adjusting automatically to fit. It always felt tighter than Orson would like, almost as if the suit was squeezing him on purpose. The whole thing took some getting used to, suddenly finding yourself with significantly more bulk was a little unbalancing.
On his left, projecting from the arm of his chair, was a small hologram. It showed the relative positions of the rest of his makeshift fleet. Multiple ships could share a single jump corridor, and ships with weaker short-range drives often piggybacked on the corridors of their bigger cousins. There was a price for this, further jumps taking exponentially longer. Forward scout ships or couriers were designed with fast recharging drives to make several smaller leaps, but these were often plagued by dodgy drive shielding and reactor leaks.
Jump drives worked by doing two things, firstly by burrowing a corridor through jump space between two locations in real space. When this had first been explained to Orson, he had called it a wormhole, something his Council trainers were quick to correct him on. He still didn�t quite get the distinction, Orson had lived most of his life on the theory that if it looked like a duck, and quacked like a duck, chances were it was a duck. The second function of the drive was to project an invisible shield that protected those within the ship from the strange effects of the bizarre dimension. It was this that made sure they were committed to this attack. It took time after returning to real space for the drive to disgorge the energy it had absorbed, anywhere from a few hours to a few days based on the distance travelled. Once they arrived, they weren�t going anywhere for a while.
�Time to exit?� Orson said. He knew he could check himself with a few simple button presses, but he felt the need to break the tense silence that had descended across the bridge, smothering everything like a blanket.
�About thirty seconds, sir,� Nguyen said. Her fingers were pressing buttons on the panel before her faster than Orson could keep up, even in the heavy armour. That was another problem Orson had, the armour moved by pre-empting the intentions of the wearer, copying their movements with a tiny millisecond delay. Some of the other crew didn�t seem to have any problems with it, simply shrugging their shoulders and stating it was �like a video game� when asked about it.
�Have the fleet check-in ready.� The fleet. It sounded so formal. Four civilian ships with barely any weaponry and a lone Council ship of the smallest class was hardly a fleet. It was barely even a gang, a smattering of people with guns and a grudge. �Make sure we exit at the same time.�
Time didn�t quite work the same in jump space. One ship exiting a few seconds before the others could translate into a few minutes in real space. As far as Orson could tell no one knew exactly why. His brief attempt at educating himself to the mechanics of faster than light travel revealing hundreds of competing theories.
Nguyen nodded back to him. �Everyone is reporting ready. I�ve already synced their navigation controls to ours. We�re good to go. Ten seconds left on the clock.�
�Helmets on,� Orson said as he lifted his from the floor before him. He slid it over his head and felt the bottom of it click into place. The helmets connected to the armour through a complex linkage that kept an airtight seal whilst allowing full range of movement. It was impressive, but it felt wrong to Orson. He had done spacewalks during his time at NASA, and something about the size of the suit he had worn then was comforting, like its bulk was protecting him against the darkness of space, swaddling him against the void. Whilst trooper armour was certainly bulky, it didn�t have that same feeling. It was almost like sitting in a car in the depths of space and somehow being able to breathe. You were fine for now, but somewhere in the back of your mind was this fear that could change at any second.
�Five seconds, sir.�
�Moment of truth,� Orson whispered to himself.
* * *
Vossix was sat on the captain�s chair of the bridge, his legs up on the console before him. He wasn�t a captain; he wasn�t even a trooper second class. He was, however, the most senior of the troopers who had survived the radiation leak. Like the rest of the survivors he was Gassarox, his unit transferred from garrison duty on his home world just a few days before the leak. Gassar was a planet with unusually high radiation compared to most worlds. Under most category systems it was listed as unsuitable for life, but life hadn�t seemed to have cared about that.
Vossix lifted his legs from the console, placing them flat on the floor so that a repair bot could pass him. The machines were short barrel-chested things with two arms and two legs. A small ball protruded from the top of it, a collection of sensors that acted as the machine�s head. The thing rattled as it moved, its rounded chest was quite literally stuffed to the brim with tools and spare parts. The bots were more walking supply crates than anything else.
�Working hard there, buddy?� Vossix said.
�This unit is automated. Please direct all queries to the station helpdesk.� The machine continued its walk across the bridge. The reactor leak had been fixed, but a starship the size of The Shield of the Valorous was a surprisingly complex thing and knock-on effects from the reactor failure had led to hundreds of tiny flaws that needed fixing. Most of the work was done, the ship was scheduled to leave within the next standard day.
�That one always cracks me up,� Vossix said, his voice thick with sarcasm. �You bots are a funny lot, you know that?�
�This unit is automated. Please direct all queries to the station helpdesk.�
�Good talk.� Vossix lifted his legs back onto the console. He looked down at the tablet in his hands, his exoskeleton clicking against the plastic backing as he moved his fingers. Vossix shifted in the chair, getting comfortable. The repairs had meant he was finally able to catch up on his favourite comic, The Approved Adventures of Missionary Mizath. Vossix didn�t like the current storyline, and he had already written a strongly worded comms message to the publisher, ready to send off once they reached the next comms buoy, along with his subscription payment for the next hundred issues.
�Vossix,� said a voice, its deep tone thudding through the ship�s intercom like the beating of a drum. �Bots are giving the all-clear for the engine room, finally.�
Vossix twitched his antenna. He would have rolled his eyes, if that were physically possible for his species. He put the tablet down, the comic would have to wait. �So, are we free to leave, Yurx?� He directed his words at nothing, trusting the ship�s computer would recognise it as a response and automatically transmit it to Yurx.
�Ahead of schedule, it seems.�
�Amazing, can�t wait to get on the frontlines quicker. Sounds like it�s a blast out there.�
�We still need to pick up a crew,� Yurx said. �That will take a few days at least.�
�Nope. The latest order is to head right to the frontlines. We�re going to get recrewed from the rest of the fleet, a couple of people from each ship. Besides, this ship is old. They probably expect to get one fight out of her and that�s it. You can run it from the bridge mostly, and if it�s throwaway why bother having repair teams or anything?� Vossix released a long rattling noise, like a can of spray paint being shaken. It was his peoples� version of a sigh.
�Makes sense. They wanted us to join the fleet on the way to Purnax, but the bots said no.�
�Yeah, that�s a weird one.� Vossix let his feet drop to the floor, exoskeleton clicking against the deck. �Purnax is nowhere near the frontline. What would Substrate ships be doing there?�
�No clue. I�ve got a broodling with that fleet. Last message I got from him reckoned they were being sent out to fight something else.�
�Worrying.� As Vossix spoke, an alarm began to blare. He had switched the standard sensor readings to the main viewscreen, and words across it now declared ships had exited jump space dangerously close to the ship. �Just like that. We�ve got incoming ships. Rhythm damn it they aren�t transmitting codes.�
Vossix stumbled to his feet, scrambling to get to the weapons controls. He slipped- the small step that kept the captain�s chair raised just slightly above everyone else proving his undoing. He fell embarrassingly, knocking his head on a safety railing. He did not appreciate the irony.
�Rhythm damn it,� Vossix mumbled as he struggled to his feet. He made it two more steps before a sudden violent shaking caused him to trip a second time.
* * *
The plan was simple. Get into the ship, take the important locations, win control. The intercepted communications were clear there weren�t many defenders aboard, Orson�s fighters would actually outnumber them. The real trouble was that defenders always had the advantage when boarding. After all, the enemy had no choice but to walk down corridors into a hail of energy blasts.
Orson had planned for that, he needed to make it look like there was one major breach point, one place for the sparse defenders to concentrate so that the other teams could secure their targets. It would mean one of the teams would face significantly more danger, so he had volunteered his marines for this role. Their target and entry point worked best for that specific plan anyway.
The resistance fleet dropped out of jump space, screens flickering to life to reveal the structure before them. They had planned to come in as close as possible. The maintenance station was unmanned, but it wasn�t unarmed, and their first barrage needed to disable the turrets. At the front of the formation was the ship they had secured from the vigilantes. It had sat empty since they had stolen it, its computers slaved to the Gallant so it could be controlled remotely. Orson had planned to use it to carry supplies, but if this plan worked, it wouldn�t be needed.
His tiny fleet opened fire instantly as they emerged, their targets pre-planned using schematics from the Gallant�s files. The station was a standard design, one repeated across Council space and its homogeny was proving its undoing. The shots were good, disabling the turrets before they could open fire.
The ships in the fleet spun around, using their main engines to slow themselves. The empty ship didn�t. Instead, it accelerated, directly towards the battleship. The fastest route to the reactor room was through a hanger near the rear of the ship. The marines would need that door opened and to cause a big enough distraction to attract the troopers aboard the ship at the same time. They faced a locked door, and Orson had a ship-shaped key.
The empty ship slammed into the hanger door, smashing through the metal. It struck the floor of the hanger, the hull bending as it did. The engines cut out, and the ship carried on through the massive chamber, eventually stopping as it smashed through the far wall. Emergency forcefields sprang to life, energy barriers designed to keep the air inside the ship until more permanent automatic bulkheads could close. They proved no resistance to the Gallant, which drifted gently through the shattered doors. It landed quickly on the hanger floor. A door opened, and marines flooded out. It was time to steal a ship.

Chapter Twenty-One

Sergeant Taylor snapped off another shot, blind firing it around the side of the corridor. Her team of marines had made it further than she had thought before meeting resistance. They had made it halfway to the reactor room before finally coming under fire. Now they were pinned down, the troopers had deployed some kind of heavy weapon at the end of the corridor, and it was spewing energy blasts constantly. It meant the plan was working, none of the other teams had reported any resistance so far, but it also meant her marines were lagging behind, and that couldn�t stand.
�Ok, we�re dead last ladies and gents, we need to get these sticks out of our arses and get a move on,� Taylor said, the suit transmitting her words to her team. �Do we have any volunteers for a flash and rush?�
�No guarantees flashes will work on them, sarge,� replied one of the marines. �That�s the problem with fighting aliens.�
�Got any better ideas?�
The silence was deafening.
�Fine,� Taylor said. �I�ll do it.� She reached down to her waist, grabbing one of the orbs clinging to her magnetically. Taylor pushed down on the button at the top, before rolling it down the corridor. She wished she had a standard Council grenade, but Orson had vetoed those. He didn�t want more damage to the ship than necessary. Taylor didn�t understand how that logic meshed with crashing a ship into the side, but she couldn�t deny it had been an effective trick.
The orb rolled across the floor, clinking as it went, bouncing over where plates were welded together. It stopped just before the emplacement. Close enough to hopefully stun the troopers there, but not too close as to be blocked by the small shield attached to the gun. It was years of playing bowls at the local pub paying off.
A flash filled the corridor, along with a loud high piercing whine. Taylor didn�t wait, rounding the corner with her weapon to her shoulder. She needed to cross the corridor quickly, but just breaking into a run was asking for trouble. If she tripped, she was dead. There was a clomping behind her, the sound of a dozen armoured boots following in her wake. Her marines had been spurred on, deciding silently that they would all go together.
The flash grenade had been effective. Too effective if anything. Two troopers were rolling around on the ground, clutching at their helmets whilst a third was slumped against the wall. This three-man team had been all who were manning the gun, meaning there was more still to come.
The marines put each one out of their misery with a single shot, their weapons penetrating the armour at such close range. It was harsh, but they didn�t have time to take prisoners.
It was Taylor�s first good look at the defenders. They all seemed to be the same race, a kind of insectoid with multifaceted eyes. They reminded her a little of cockroaches, which made sense considering they had survived a major radiation leak. The extra eyes maybe explained the intense reaction to the flash grenade, Taylor was no biologist but it made sense to her extra eyes would make it worse. After all, when you switched on the lights roaches did tend to scurry away. Still, there was something niggling at Taylor.
�Why didn�t they darken their visors?� She said, more rhetorically than anything else. �The armour can do that. Would have helped them a little.�
�Just more generic badness. What do you expect?� said one of her marines in a New Jersey accent. �Every engagement with Council forces has been a kerb stomp for us.�
�I suppose.�
The marine wasn�t wrong. They had gone up against Council troopers several times now, even the small comms stations had a handful of defenders. The quality of soldiery on display wasn�t great. Poor aim, dumb decisions and terrible positioning had plagued every opposing force they had seen.
�It makes sense,� the American marine said. �The Council is massive; they have a ton of forces. Sheer numbers can get you far. Especially when it�s backed up by spaceships and lasers. You drop a million soldiers somewhere, and you�ll get something done at least. Especially if you can just pop any defences you like from orbit. Go in hard, go in fast and overwhelm them. Got a long history of working that does.�
�You could say it is the ultimate shock and awe,� said another marine. She had a thick French accent. �That was not, especially effective for you Americans the last time you used it,� she added not missing an opportunity to gently rib on the other marine�s speech pattern in the process.
�Bryson has a point,� Taylor said. �It�s like they only have the most basic training. Glorified security guards, basically.�
�Throw enough mall cops at someone and eventually you�ll get �em,� the American marine, Bryson, said. �I reckon twenty, maybe thirty is what it would take to get you, Fabron.�
�Eh,� Fabron replied. �I do not think it matters. We still have plenty of these� mall cops to deal with here.�
* * *
Vossix cowered behind the captain�s chair, his sidearm in his hands. He had managed to lock the door to the bridge, but the loud hissing and bright light working its way through the metal meant that wouldn�t last long. Someone had boarded a Council battleship and was now about to breach the bridge. It was insane, a move of almost unthinkable audacity, and he loved it.
The cutting torch fell silent, its job done. A circular section of the door fell forward with a clank. Vossix felt himself wince as it fell. He steeled himself, then aimed his pistol over the top of the chair.
�I am required to command you to lay down your weapons,� he said. There was no reply. �Do so and you will not be harmed.�
This time his words were met with a series of low chuckles.
�Bold, I�ll give you that, trooper.� Lagoon leant through the hole in the door as he spoke, a stolen rifle gripped in his webbed fingers. �Seems like you�re a little outnumbered.�
The laughing grew louder. The resistance fighters were enjoying the change in power dynamic.
�You are never outnumbered when one with the Rhythm. Your heart beats with the force of millions.� Vossix had said it almost unconsciously, a phrase drummed into him through a lifetime of subtle brainwashing. �That said I was never one to stick that closely to scripture.�
�Lay down your weapon,� Lagoon said. �I�d rather not have to rush you.� Even with just the one defender, forcing their way through the door would result in some casualties. If he was honest with himself, Lagoon would love the chance to drop a trooper, but not at the cost of his men. Especially if it was avoidable.
�Fine!� Vossix saw his chance, tossing the pistol aside. He stood up from behind the chair, his primary arms raised in the air. �I surrender.�
�Wise.� Lagoon stepped through the doorway, followed by his men and an armoured marine. �Secure those stations. Get the cameras on, so we can aid the other teams.�
�Other teams? Wow, you�ve really planned this! What was that explosion earlier? Did you breach the hull?�
�Why do you care?�
Vossix�s mandibles chattered excitedly. �It�s just, stealing a Council ship whilst it�s under repair, its crew depleted, now I think about it is a little exciting. It�s just like something from The Approved Adventures of Missionary Mizath! I could imagine the missionary doing something just like it.�
�A comic?� Lagoon was caught off guard. �You think this is like a comic?�
�Well it is, isn�t it? So, what was that explosion.�
�We crashed a ship through the hanger doors.�
�See!� Vossix did an odd little hop, happiness forcing his limbs into motion. �That�s exactly something from the comic! Issue three thousand and ninety-two!�
�If you say so.� Lagoon nodded to one of his nearby fighters. �Watch him.� He spun towards another. �Get Orson on the comms.�
* * *
It was almost unbelievable. They had pulled it off, the ship was theirs. The Shield of the Valorous. Orson hated the name, but the others had protested changing it. It seemed the superstition that it was bad luck to rename the ship was a common one. Instead, they had shortened it. The Shield. It felt right.
The other sections of the ship had fallen soon after the bridge. Orson was pleased to see his marines had secured the reactor room not long after, overcoming fierce resistance. They weren�t first, but they weren�t last either and considering they had the hardest fight they had done well. The other groups had been largely unimpeded. A run-in with a pair of troopers had cost Kalk one of his men. It stung, but it was the only casualty on his side. All things considered, it was a startling success.
Sitting in his new captain�s chair, he watched the maintenance station getting further away on the view screen. The air was filled with a burning smell where a new door was being welded into place. There were a few minor repairs that needed completing, holes to be patched from stray shots or doors being blown through. Of course, there was one major repair the ship needed; the hanger Orson had crashed a ship through was out of commission. It wasn�t a major issue, a battleship of the Shield�s size had multiple hangers and he didn�t have enough ships to fill them anyway.
The plan had been to detonate the station, to blow it apart and leave no trace. Nguyen had come to Orson just before he had ordered the bombs to be set. She had a better idea.
Instead of leaving explosives, they had left a message, along with the surviving enemy troopers. A handful of them, including the one called Vossix, had offered to join the resistance. Vossix, in particular, had been in awe at what they had accomplished, though he kept comparing Orson to some comic book hero. That had been what had inspired Nguyen. Stealing a battleship was impressive, but openly striking against such a big target was even more so. A real, actual blow to the Council�s forces. It was the perfect thing to spread Orson�s message. The Knower of Truths was here, and they had won a real battle against the Council. It was the same logic as taking the communications stations but amplified a hundred-fold.
�Where to, sir?� Johnson said. He was sat at the navigation station. Orson had been rotating the positions of his staff, even having some marines work on the bridge. The more people who had been cross-trained the better. At least, that was true on the Gallant. The bridge of the Shield was much larger, and it was filled with the alien members of his resistance. Orson needed every hand he could get to run the battleship effectively, so the other ships had been docked in the working hangars, their crews getting to work aboard the Shield.
�That�s an excellent question, Johnson.� Orson hadn�t thought this far ahead. Taking the ship had seemed daunting enough, he hadn�t dared imagine what he would actually do with it. �First, let�s get out of here. In case someone comes looking for this ship.�

Chapter Twenty-Two

The atmosphere was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Michael had never liked that expression; it implied people were going around waving knives in the air during a tense situation. Despite popular opinion, that simply wasn�t a done thing, not even in south London. It had been a few hours since the Seeker had dropped out of jump space. Nothing had followed them into the jump corridor, no monolithic black ships with terrible gazes. The Seeker had hung motionless in space whilst its jump drive cleared the strange energies of jump space from itself.
Michael had seen the core of a jump drive a few times when the Sword had needed one of its drives replaced. It wasn�t what he had expected. Science fiction had taught him that faster than light engines were huge glowing towers nestled within circular chambers, a volatile device that seemed to fail in all the most dramatic moments. The drive core wasn�t like that. The grey box was made of hundreds of smaller cubes. They were constantly in motion, the smaller boxes rolling over each other like a wave. The core plugged into a cradle aboard the ship, allowing it to make the jump transition. The science of it was beyond Michael past that point. He was aware that the Sword�s set up, with two drive cores, was something that was considered impossible previously. It seemed to Michael he was always coming up against the impossible, in some way or the other.
�We�re good to go again,� Brekt said. He had left his chair, instead sitting on the floor beside it, leaning against the slight slope of the wall that separated the piloting section of the control room from the upper level. The gel chairs locked in their posture, and Brekt had just needed to recline a little. �Drive is showing charged.� He gestured towards the blinking hologram above his console.
�So, let�s get going then?� Michael said. He was pacing across the back of the room. He had tried to lie on the gel couch but had found his elbow sinking into the substance, his arm getting stuck for a few moments. Favouring being able to move over being trapped in the blue goo, he had gone fully the other way, walking nervously rather than relaxing. �Quicker we�re out of here the better, right?�
�Got that right. You don�t want to hang about waiting for trouble. That�s just as bad as going out looking for it.� Aileena began to input commands into the console before her. �I think trouble actually comes looking for us. Definitely feels that way sometimes.�
�Where will we even go? Prunax is out of the way, right at the edge of Council space. Far side of the wedge.� Ivona had removed her trooper armour not long after boarding the Seeker, connecting the complex mechanical suit to the ship�s power supply with a long black cable that unspooled from the wall. Beneath she was wearing a black jumpsuit. She had unzipped the top half and tied it around her waist, revealing a white tank top. Across her left arm, tattooed in white to stand out against her purple skin, was a line of alien glyphs.
Michael knew what Ivona had meant when she mentioned the wedge. Mellok had shown him a map of the known galaxy. The Council had begun its existence closer to the outer edge of the galaxy than Earth was. They had headed towards the suspected location of Earth during their crusades, stopping to expand their territory in other directions when they had needed more worlds to continue the assault. The result was that Council space looked like a triangle when viewed from above, a wedge in space. Mellok had zoomed the map out to show the entire galaxy when explaining this to Michael. On a galactic scale the marker showing Council space had looked like a tiny line. In reality, the massive empire controlled only a minuscule fraction of space.
�Oh, we got a place,� Michael said. �One you�ll love. It�s a step up from the nightmare you�ve been living in.�
�You sure you want to go there?� Aileena said. There was no malice or suspicion in her voice. Just caution.
�These people deserve a little respite, surely? Unless of course, they want to go to the nearest Council world. They�re welcome to do that. We can drop them� somewhere? I have no idea how long it would take to get them to the next planet.�
�About three weeks,� Mellok said. He had opened the galactic map on the console before him. �It�s within range of our drive, but I fear we don�t have the supplies for such a journey.�
�We have all those supplies my people recovered from the warehouse.� Ivona stood behind Mellok, leaning over his chair to examine the map.
�No, those supplies we needed, remember?� Aileena was still focusing on her panel. �They�re spoken for. Regardless of what the Purnaxians want we need to drop off those supplies first. That�s the whole point we went on this Rhythm damned mission.�
�Where is this other place, the one you�re talking about?�
Mellok shifted the hologram, zooming in on the location they had left Eden. It was simply black, a gap between stars.
�Here?� Ivona was confused. �There�s nothing here?�
�Ah, that�s what they want you to think!� Michael said.
�Who is they?�
�Oh, well I guess in this case they is us. We�ve got something parked there.� Michael smiled. He had a friend on Earth who was always talking about some nebulous they that was behind all kinds of crazy conspiracies. It was funny to be the keeper of an actual real secret. �You�ll love it.�
�We will?� Ivona was still none the wiser.
�Oh right. We have our own planet there. An entire world. A veritable Eden, you could say.�
* * *
Eden hung there in space before them. The Seeker had come in close, the shutters rolling back to reveal the brilliant blue-green image floating in the stars. It was still bizarre to see a flat world stamped upon a strange alien structure. For Michael and his friends, it was a welcome sight. The few weeks they had spent living in Brekt�s landing had made the place feel like a home. Something about helping build a place had forged an undeniable link.
For the rest of the passengers aboard the Seeker, the strangeness of the place was overwhelming their thoughts. It was the same befuddlement Michael had experienced when he had first seen Eden. It was understandable, the place seemed to defy logic.
�That�s� that�s a planet? But a flat one? A fake one?� Ivona was fascinated with Eden, leaning against the glass of the control room. Behind her was a crowd of Purnaxians, all jostling each other as they tried to get a good look. It was an understandable reaction. �What is this place? Who built it? I have so many questions.�
�I�m sure you do. We still do.� Michael�s face was wide with a smile. These people had seen their world burning beneath the feet of machines, their friends and family snatched to provide the organic slurry that served as circuitry or turned to ash by energy blasts. Eden was a literal paradise for them, a safe place to start again, if they wanted it.
�Where�s the Sword?� Aileena said. �It�s not in orbit.� She was right. It was impossible to make out more than a few tiny dots at this distance, the few remaining working ships from the original flotilla, but the Sword was massive compared to them, it should have been obvious at this distance.
�Let�s ask, shall we? Oh, I can�t wait to tell the congregation about all of this. The Knower arrives at a world under siege and rescues the survivors from the surface! Another heroic tale.� Mellok�s feathers were rippling through a dozen colours.
�Ah, no, let�s not. Let�s not add more things to my list of fake triumphs. We had no idea that Purnax was under attack, and meeting these guys was totally on chance. I hate these things being assigned to some divine influence. It�s just random, just a total accident.� Michael turned to face Ivona and the group of Purnaxians. �I don�t mean anything by that. I�m glad we found you. I�d rather save people than not.�
�Ah, it�s no problem. Honestly, we�re just as glad. Shame we couldn�t get anyone else. There must be other survivors elsewhere on Purnax, Knower,� Akob said. There was a hint of reverence in the Purnaxian�s voice.
�Ah, shit,� Michael muttered.
�Seeker to Brekt�s Landing, we are returning to orbit,� Mellok said as he worked the communications station before him. He had drifted into the post naturally, even when the Seeker had been escaping from Earth. Corticans, in general, were adept communicators, even without their psychic translation abilities they had a knack for matching the tone of those they were speaking to.
�Oh, uh, ow. Hey? Hello? This is Gurrit, good to hear from you Seeker.�
�Is Kestok there? Or Meggok?�
�Oh, no they�re on the Sword, working on it. Parked it just outside town. Something about power relays? Don�t know, not a mechanic. You�re back quicker than we expected, thought you might be a few more days.�
�Yes, well, it didn�t exactly go as planned. Are we clear to land in the town?�
�Oh, well I suppose so? Plenty of free space nearby, take your pick.�
�We�ll have to get something more� professional in place, for take-offs and landings,� Aileena said. �A proper traffic control system. I�ll bring in the Seeker near the Sword. Seems like that�s our makeshift landing area.�
�Is everything so� slapdash around here?� Ivona said.
�Well, everything is a bit off the cuff,� Michael said. �Made up as we go, you know? We�ve got an ex-trooper as a guard, some civilians making fields. Working with what we have. You�re welcome to settle here, join the town. We�ve not got much, but well, it�s better than the alternative.�
The Purnaxians began chattering amongst themselves, intrigued by the offer.
�Just opening up the metaphorical gates, Michael?� Aileena said. She fired the Seekers engines, heading towards Eden.
�These people need help. What are we going to do, turn them away? Refuse to help them? What kind of people would we be if we did that?�
�Hungry. We went looking for supplies, and we�ve come back with more mouths to feed.� A loud beeping had begun emitting from Aileena�s console, one she silenced with the flick of a switch. �I get what you�re saying though.�
�We won�t be a burden,� Akob said, speaking for the crowd. �We�ve got some mechanics, a doctor, and the rest of us will do anything. Help with those fields, put up some buildings, whatever you need.�
�I could even help get your security a little more professional. You said it�s ex-troopers, right? How about an ex-colonel to keep them in line?� Ivona had a wicked smile. It was an excellent offer, though Gurrit might not be pleased.
�Ex-colonel, huh?� Aileena said. �Packing it in?�
�Like I�ve said, I joined to help people. Sounds like I�d be doing that here.�
�Fair enough.� There was another beeping coming from Aileena�s console, louder this time.
Michael peered over the divide between levels. He had been making a conscious effort to pay more attention to how the ship was run. He even planned on asking Aileena to give him lessons, though the right opportunity to ask hadn�t come up.
�That alarm is going off again,� Michael said.
�Different alarm, that last one was proximity. This one is for when we detect an incoming jump tunnel,� Brekt said casually. His face dropped when he realised what he had said, his hands tapping the buttons to activate the Seeker�s cannon.
�Get everyone into gel chairs now,� Aileena shouted, pushing a nearby Purnaxian with one hand. �Use the pads like on launch.�
�Who the hell knows we�re here?� Michael said as he took his seat on the gel couch. �This is the middle of nowhere.�
As if in answer to his question, two ships emerged from jump space. Long dark blocks, heads turning to face the Seeker, staring with vibrant red eyes. The Unmind had found them. Worse than that, they had skipped chasing them to the first jump point, instead, meeting them at Eden, just minutes after the Seeker had arrived. Somehow the Unmind knew where they were going.
�Hang on,� Aileena said, sending the ship into a series of evasive spins. �Get Eden on the line! They�ve got to start spinning up that jump drive!�

Chapter Twenty-Three

The Seeker twirled through space. It would be almost graceful, were it not a desperate set of motions designed to evade fire. The sinister Unmind vessels hadn�t opened up with their guns, yet, but Aileena was taking no chances as she wrestled the controls of the Seeker in her hands. She knew that if they decided to fire at this range then no fancy flying would help, not really, but simply sitting still was to accept death. She had never done that before, and she wasn�t going to start now.
This was the worst job she had ever taken on. Constant danger, strange worlds, and any chance of being paid had been destroyed along with Cortica. In theory, she and Brekt were free to leave, their contract long since fulfilled in the eyes of the guild. They hadn�t though, the people fleeing Cortica had needed their help, then those people had become the citizens of Brekt�s landing, now she had found herself helping yet more refugees. Some members of the guild would have chewed her out over working for free, but Aileena had always been a soft touch, something she tried her best to hide. The only reason she had taken this job, to begin with, a crazy plan to steal someone from the Council�s most sacred world, was because she needed the money to help the monks who raised her rebuild their monastery.
�How in the Rhythm did they find us?� Aileena shouted as she sent the ship into another spin. �They had to have known where we were going.�
�Maybe they could detect Eden?� Michael said. �You know with their alien super-sensors or something?�
�Not a thing!�
�Flat artificial worlds weren�t a thing until a few weeks ago.�
�This isn�t helping.� Aileena twisted the controls again, flying the ship by feeling alone. There wasn�t enough time to plan out anything complex. �Brekt! The guns?�
�They aren�t shooting us, yet. Shooting them might set them off.� Brekt�s voice was its usual soft calming tone. It was immediately obvious to everyone in the control room why he was a successful mercenary. It was rare that he cracked under pressure.
�I�m with the Merc,� Ivona said. �If we�re going to go down, we should at least go down shooting.�
�Can we just� not go down at all? How long until we can jump out of here?� Michael knew the answer, he had experienced enough jump space trips by now to understand how it worked, but he was spiralling. �Or we could land on Eden? Maybe it�s got defences after all? Or we could turn and run, lead them away? Maybe the ships we have left can form a defensive line or maybe they can evacuate the town?�
�Does he usually babble like this?� Ivona was glaring Michael, one eyebrow raised, the horn above jutting into the air.
�Yeah, this is normal.� Aileena didn�t look up from her controls. �He�ll tire himself out in a moment.�
Red light swept over the control room, a crimson tide that washed over everything, creeping into every corner. Aileena could feel the machines stare, even across this distance. She didn�t like it, there was this unsettling feeling that the ship was staring into her soul.
�Attempting communication,� a voice boomed through the console by Mellok. An incoming message, one the Cortican had accepted without thinking. �Subject to be indexed within vessel. Subject to present themselves for indexing.�
�Shut that off!� Ivona said. �Last thing we need is hearing those things ranting at us. Trust me, they don�t say anything useful. Most of the time they don�t even acknowledge you.�
�Second warning. Subject to present themselves for indexing.�
�They really want you.�
�Great. Good. They can join the long queue of people who want me. Just behind the people who think I�m a messiah, the Council, and that credit card I keep forgetting to pay off.� Michael was gripping the straps on the couch tightly, even as the gel cradled him. He couldn�t feel the swirling motions of the Seeker, they weren�t close enough to Eden for the artificial gravity to switch off yet.
�Oh yes, switching off comms,� Mellok said as he shut down the message. �My apologies.�
Ivona leant forward, her long hair sticking to the gel of the chair slightly. �Picking something up coming off that� planet? It�s huge, sensors seem to be identifying it as a ship?�
A light began to blink on Mellok�s panel. Another incoming message working its way across the depths of space.
�No, don�t answer it aga-� Ivona began.
�Hello? Seeker this is the Sword. Kestok here, you read me?�
�Ah Kestok,� Mellok said. �It is good to hear from you, though this is rather an unfortunate time.�
�Look, Kestok,� Aileena said. A Hologram of Kestok had appeared above all the consoles on the bridge. �Is Eden getting ready to jump?�
�Yeah, we got that message. Takes a few hours for it to do that though, so it�s a bit of a moot point. We�re assuming our friends up there aren�t friendly?�
�Nope. You�ve got the dubious pleasure of seeing two ships of the Unmind Index.�
�Rhythm help us, I thought they were a myth?� Kestok shook his head. �You were supposed to come back with supplies, not whatever these things are. The Sword is on its way up to assist. You�ll want to get behind us.�
�What? You said the shields were a no-go,� Aileena said. �Trust me, these things throw out an insane amount of firepower. These two took on an entire Council fleet for hours. You won�t have a chance.�
�Oh, hello, hi!� Skorra had barged her way into the hologram, pushing Kestok out of the way as she did. �We found a way to get the shields working again! Better than before, hopefully.�
�Hopefully? That hardly inspires confidence,� Ivona said. �What are you even talking about? Shields?�
�You�ll see,� Aileena said, entering a course into her console. �Hopefully,� she added in a whisper.
* * *
The bots were clambering about, hanging onto the walls and floor with their tentacles as the Sword blasted through the atmosphere of Eden. They needed to make sure everything was ready and in place. They had protested at first, their programming refusing to acknowledge the technology brought aboard. It wasn�t Merydian and therefore they weren�t to work on it. It had taken some gentle adjustments from Clive before they had gotten to work. Whilst he was capable of controlling them directly, it was taxing, and his attention was better spent elsewhere.
The work was still ongoing, technically, the final pieces being welded into place. It had been Skorra�s idea, a stroke of inspiration that had caused her to come running into town waving a burnt-out relay above her head. Kestok had been forced to calm her down before he could make sense of her babbling. Once Skorra was able to explain her idea clearly, Kestok had run with it, heading straight to the Custodian.
The result was the object being welded to the floor of the engineering bay of the Sword. It was one of four, two in the bay with two more tucked away in spare rooms. Each was a massive dull grey rectangle, thick cables protruding from each end that vanished into the tangle of wires beneath the deck, the floor panels pulled up to expose them. Long scuff marks flowed across the floor, the parts had been too heavy for the bots to carry effectively, forcing them to drag them into the Sword.
It was a simple idea. The power relays from the Sword were just more advanced versions of the ones Skorra was used to, but the logic and function were the same. A quick discussion with the Custodian revealed what she had expected, that the ones that formed part of Eden were just massive more advanced versions. Another technological step up, but the principle was identical. Eden had a vast quantity of spares it had never used. The populace it expected had never arrived, so it had effectively been in stasis, its parts unworn.
With a little help from the Custodian, the Sword had undergone an upgrade. The massive power relays, designed to support an entire world, had been wired into its system. Provided everything worked as intended, it would make the shield vastly more efficient. Or at least, that was the theory, it was still perilously untested.
The Sword had broken free from the pull of Eden�s gravity, accelerating towards the oncoming ships with impressive force. Clive was running the sensors, whilst Kestok controlled the navigation and Meggok manned the weapons. Clive still had restrictions that frustrated him greatly, working the shield was still strictly manual. The energy field had sprung to life quickly enough, the new components not impeding its activation. It was invisible, for the moment, though if a fight broke out it would shimmer when hit.
The Unmind ships had begun to turn, twisting around so their turrets could get an angle on the unidentified ship. They turned their heads, locking their baleful eyes upon the Sword. They hadn�t fired upon the Seeker, not yet, but they had no such qualms about the new arrival. There was a moment where they didn�t move, a single second of perfect motionless, then they opened fire.
Pulses of red light tore across space, crossing vast distances in mere moments. Even at this short-range, hitting an evading ship was difficult and the two Unmind vessels worked in tandem, spraying the area around the Sword with shots, rather than firing at it directly. The Sword didn�t bother trying to evade. It had no reason to, either the shield worked, or it didn�t, there was no point delaying finding out.
The first of the shots landed. They didn�t impact armour, or punch through decks, instead, vanishing into a blue ripple, a small section of an invisible bubble briefly visible against the dark of space. Then another hit home, then a third. Dozens followed, then hundreds, a constant barrage of fire landing as the Unmind realised the Sword wasn�t evading. It simply ploughed onwards, accelerating as hard as its engines could towards them. The Seeker trailed behind it, screening itself behind its bigger cousin.
It was getting closer, crossing the interstellar gap with surprising speed. The Unmind ships didn�t move, didn�t falter, simply pouring the ferocious might of their guns at the oncoming ship. It was at point-blank range now, though in space that was still a few hundred miles. It was close enough that there was no gap between the shots being fired and them crashing against their attacker�s strange energy field. Their eyes shined a brilliant red as they scanned the Sword over and over, trying to work out what was happening.
They wouldn�t survive long enough to work it out. Its systems filled with energy absorbed from the bombardment, the Sword finally made its move. The shield coalesced for a moment, a section becoming visible as a great geyser of blue light erupted forth. It sliced through one of the Unmind ships lengthways, annihilating it. A second shot punched through the other, followed by a blaze of smaller bursts shattering the remnants. The Sword had become a startling display of light, a deluge of sparks escaping from it like an exploding firework. It was clearing its path of debris, using the last of the stored energy to erase the Unmind ships from the stars.
* * *
Michael didn�t like being poked and prodded. He never had, even as a child. He remembered committing what he was sure was a detailed protest to getting his injections, though his mother had described it as a tantrum. Alien examinations seemed to consist of having cold metal scanners touched to his skin as often as possible. His mind danced back to memories of watching the History Channel at two A.M, to shows about people being abducted by aliens. The way he was being examined felt eerily familiar.
�So� any opinions, doc?� Michael said. He was laying down on a flat metal table beneath a large bright light. He was aboard the Sword, in a chamber that was either the medical bay or the morgue. It was hard to tell, the ancient Merydians were pretty lax about labelling and signage. Maybe they simply had never gotten around to it, the Sword had been the last ship constructed after all.
The Purnaxian stood next to him was examining a tablet, the swarm of nanobots that composed Clive peering over her shoulder. He didn�t need to; his eyes were literally everywhere.
�Your friend�s initial exams were right,� she said. The Purnaxian was a doctor. She wasn�t familiar with humans, but it was a step up from no doctor at all. �You�ve got a fractured rib. Some rest and it should heal, assuming your species has a reasonable healing rate.�
�I think I can speed it up, with the nanobots already in your blood,� Clive said. �Help hold things together.�
�Sounds good to me,� Michael said sitting up. He looked around for his shirt.
�That�s not the only thing. There is� something else in your blood. Something mechanical,� the doctor said.
�Yeah, the nanobots.�
�No,� Clive said. �These aren�t mine. They are nano machines, but they don�t belong to me.�
�Oh.�
�I would think that these were introduced to you when the collector took you. Perhaps some kind of tracking devices or the first steps of digestion? It�s difficult to say.�
�Whatever they are, they�re nasty little things. I�ve tried to remove them with my own nanobots, and they put up a fight. Self-replicating as well, so we�re at a little bit of a stalemate,� Clive said. His face was solemn, he didn�t like giving bad news.
�So, what does that mean, doctor��
�Kerbok. Doctor Kerbok.�
�So, what does this mean?� Michael didn�t like where this was going.
�The machines don�t seem to be dangerous, for now, but the nanobots aboard this ship are keeping them in check. I would hazard a guess that they slowed the initial� infection, a fair bit as well.� Kerbok turned the tablet around, showing Michael the image of the machines. They just looked like tiny orbs. He expected more legs and claws, perhaps microscopic versions of the collector robots. �But they�re self-replicating and that energy and resources have to come from somewhere. And that�s you. You�ll probably feel hungrier than usual, maybe even a little faint. If they weren�t being held back, I have no idea what it would do to you. Likely it would be fatal, the exponential drain on you would be too much.�
�Brilliant. Infected by deadly alien robots.� Michael placed his chin in his hands, lifting his knees and resting his elbows on them.
�It�s not the end of the world, I think we can solve this issue rather easily. Your friend here thinks he can corral the nanobots inside you with his own, push them into one place. If we can get them all into your bloodstream, a simple transfusion would be the answer. Simply flush them out and replace the blood.�
�So, you�re saying that all I need to do is find another human willing to give me a donation?�
�Exactly,� Kerbok said with a smile.
�Yeah uh, I better fill you in with my history, doc. That isn�t so easy.�

Chapter Twenty-Four

Michael lay on the grass, staring up at the shimmering blue sky above. Eden had begun another jump, careening through space away from its previous location, in case more Unmind ships arrived. There had been a long argument over how the Unmind had found Eden, to begin with. Dozens of theories had been put forth, but eventually, everyone agreed that they hadn�t tracked Michael. The timing of the Unmind arrival meant they had to know where Eden was before the Seeker had reached there. The current opinion was that the machines had somehow read his mind whilst he had been captured. Michael didn�t like that thought, and he doubted it a little. He didn�t know the first thing about stellar navigation.
The grass on Eden was different to the stuff back home, on Earth. All the plant life was. Everything was bigger, two or three times the size Michael was used to. He remembered reading something about how everything was larger during the Jurassic, flashbacks of school trips to museums flooding back to his mind. Giant plastic bugs screwed onto imitation rock walls, long walks through fossilised leaf imprints before you got to the really good stuff, the worn plaster dinosaurs.
He had been allowed off the Sword, eventually. Kerbok and Clive had been hesitant, the constant war between microscopic machines going on within his body needed a steady stream of new troops. Whilst the Unmind nanobots were gathering supplies from Michael, Clive�s didn�t have that option. They eventually agreed Michael could leave the ship but gave him a strict time limit to return within so he could replenish his artificial immune system.
The Custodian had attempted to interact with the Unmind nanobots, taking control of them as he had done the ones aboard the Sword. There was no joy there, the encryption on the Unmind machines proving unbreakable. The Custodian has wandered off, muttering about the specific kind of coding being used.
�Hey,� Aileena said, leaning over Michael, her shadow blocking out the glowing skyline.
�Hey.�
�You uh, doing ok?� Aileena sat down on the grass beside Michael, crossing her legs as she did.
�Aside from there being a tiny robot war going on inside my guts?� Michael sat up slightly, resting his palms flat against the grass. �Not bad. Could be worse. I could have been indexed, whatever that means?�
�Glad to hear it.� Something about Aileena�s voice sounded off. It was almost as if she was nervous. Michael had never seen the mercenary waver before.
�So� everything ok with you?�
�Yeah. Yeah. I�ve just been thinking. And talking. To Brekt�
�Oh. So, you�re moving on then? Can�t say I blame you. There�s no cash to be made here and you are a mercenary after all.� Michael sat up further, rubbing his now dirty hands against his trousers. The flight from Purnax had robbed him of his chance to replace his suit and the stitching was getting precarious.
�No! No, it�s nothing like that. Well, it is. Kind of. We want to go to Euria. We want to go home.�
�Hah, well, I understand that. I would love to go home.�
�Right, but I mean go home, then come back to Eden. Look, you know I took this job so I could help the monks who raised me, who trained me to be a mercenary. That the Council bombed their monastery, killed most of them. Well, I was thinking, this place, this Eden,� Aileena said, gesturing around her. �This is the safest place in the galaxy, really. A planet that�s never in the same place twice. I want to bring them here, build the monastery on Eden. And Brekt has all his kids, his family. He�s been away from them too long.�
Michael just nodded. He understood what she was saying, it all made perfect sense. It was odd to see Aileena being sentimental.
�I wanted to ask you, see if you�ll back me up if I put the idea forward to the others.�
�Sure,� Michael said. His voice was faint, soft. �Why, did you think I wouldn�t?�
Aileena shook her head. �No, no I didn�t think you wouldn�t. I just� wanted to make sure. You�re the Knower, after all. For all your protests about it, everyone here looks to you as a leader.� Aileena placed her hand on Michael�s.
�Yeah, I�ll back you up.�
�Thank you,� Aileena said with a smile.
* * *
The thrall fell to the floor, its body still twitching as life faded from it. Abberax thought it would make him feel better. It hadn�t, and he had simply wasted a thrall. Normally he would be unconcerned, the supplies of fresh thralls endless, but out here, on his own, no new bodies were coming. He scratched at the armrests of his throne, sparks flying from the metal as the jagged tips of his fingers dug in.
Before him, projected in the centre of the chamber as a hologram was a large metal ring. A Council repair facility of some kind. Abberax didn�t care all that much, the only thing important about it was that he had been here, the Knower of Truths.
It had been startlingly easy to track him. He had been leaving messages at the site of every victory, cloying begging appeals for people to join him. Abberax didn�t understand the purpose of it, he was simply broadcasting where he had been, and it was easy enough to guess what his next targets would be. It was as if the Council simply didn�t know their stations were being hijacked or didn�t care. Either way, Abberax was shocked at how simply his dreadnought had slipped past their lines, traipsing around in undefended Council space.
�You there, thrall!� Abberax said, pointing at the ashen skinned slave who had appeared to collect the corpse lain at Abberax�s feet. �Any progress on the prisoners?�
�I� I don�t know, my lord, my role is maintenance. I can find out for you. If you would like?�
�No, no. I will do it myself. A little time loosening the tongues of some Council sycophants might improve my mood. Carry on.� Abberax dismissed the thrall with a flick of his rocky hand, the slave breathing a sigh of relief as he dragged the body away.
He stood up, rumbling as his stones rubbed together briefly. Abberax�s body had settled during his boredom, the gaps between each floating segment shortening, his control reflecting his mental state. He crossed the bridge, great clomps reverberating with each footstep. As he walked past thralls, they cowered, showing proper fear of their leader. He would have smiled, if he had a face, instead his crystal releasing a warm glow. Finally, the chance at a little fun.
* * *
Blood ran down Abberax�s knuckles, it was a thick dark brown, barely visible against the stone that formed his hands. The Council troopers were insectoids of some kind, Abberax didn�t really care. They were fleshy creatures, and therefore beneath him. Useful only to give information and relieve his tension.
�I say again, where is this� Knower, going?� The light from his crystal illuminated the dark cell as he spoke. The Trooper had been stripped of his armour and chained to the rock. It was crude but effective. Few species could break the heavy shackles, and they didn�t fail if there was an issue with the power.
�I don�t know. Please, I don�t know.� The alien�s voice was an annoying buzzing. Abberax hated it.
�Why then, did he leave you alive? Were you not working for him? Were you not an inside man?�
�No! No! He just left us!�
�Nonsense. What benefit was there for him to leave survivors?�
�He�s the Knower. He was merciful.�
Abberax let out a laugh that sounded like a knife being drawn. �Yes, this is mercy. Leaving you to the hands of your enemy. It sounds to me like you were lucky, this Knower was not so merciful when he boarded your ship. The others I�ve questioned mention that his men were armed, and more than willing to fire upon you. Does that sound like the actions of a messiah?�
The insectoid just stared back, blood running from its mandibles.
�I thought not.� Abberax struck out, his rocky fist hitting the alien with a crack. �Still, I am impressed he managed to steal an entire battleship. It shows ingenuity.�
�Rhythm forsake you,� the insectoid said, his voice fading as he spoke. His motion stopped, his head drooping loosely.
Abberax turned and knocked on the door of the cell. It swung open, an armed Substrate guard standing ready. His stones were much lighter than Abberax�s, dust falling off the softer rock as he moved.
�Yes, my lord?� the guard said with a rumble.
�This one is spent. Have this chamber cleared like the others. How many more do we have remaining?�
�Two, my lord. Though if you forgive my question, what more could we hope to learn?�
�Nothing,� Abberax said, his stones rearranging into a shrug. �With a battleship in hand, our quarry�s next destination is obvious. At least this is something to pass the time.�
* * *
Orson had a dozen suggestions on his deck before him, possible next steps proposed by his various aides. It felt odd to Orson, to have aides, but that�s what it had come to, the captains of the various resistance vessels stepping into the role naturally now they all occupied the one ship. Each had several ideas, but all of them had presented some version of a single idea independent of each other.
Euria. A world relatively near their current position. It was out of the way, a backwater really, notable for two reasons, both relevant to Orson. The first was that the planet apparently had a culture that promoted mercenary work, the second was that the Council had bombed the planet within living memory, angry at supposed divergence from the official creed. Orson hoped that the combination of trained soldiers and anger at the Council would give him a good supply of new members. The Shield was powerful, even though it were an older model, but without a proper crew, it could only operate at a fraction of its ability.
�Nguyen,� Orson said, activating the intercom. The Shield�s wasn�t automated, instead relying on panels on the wall. Orson wondered exactly how old the ship was. �Set a course for Euria. Seems like it�s the most popular idea.�
�Aye, sir.� Nguyen�s tapping at her console was audible over the intercom. They had been forced to connect the Gallant�s translation software to the Shield�s computer, the battleship lacking the option for English.
�Good, how long will the jump take?�
�About a week, sir. We can do it in a single jump though. Perhaps we can run combat drills, whilst we travel?�
�Good idea, Nguyen. You never know when we might run into trouble.�

Chapter Twenty-Five

It was strange how quickly things had settled into a rhythm at Brekt�s landing, people creating new daily routines. Get up, dig a new field, plant more mushrooms. The large fungi had taken to the soil well. A little too well for the Custodian�s liking, who had insisted that the mushrooms be well monitored. There were limits to how much the Custodian was willing to upend his perfect garden. The Purnaxians had adapted well, working just as hard as the existing inhabitants. There was a kind of unspoken bond between the groups, one forged in the flames of two dying worlds.
The shimmering field in the sky above faded, the artificial star coming back on with a sputter, casting light in a circle below up, determining what part of Eden was experiencing day with its complex swirling pattern. This was the sixth jump they had made in the last few months, moving Eden constantly. The planet�s jump drive wasn�t particularly powerful but moving an object the size of Eden was beyond the abilities of the rest of the known galaxy. Slowly, but surely, Eden was crossing Council space towards its goal. Euria.
Michael was sitting on a gel bench that had been ripped out from a disassembled ship and bolted onto the roof of a broken shuttle. One enterprising Purnaxian had worked out a way of distilling an off-grey liquor using the mushrooms. Taking over the tiny shuttle he had cut a hatch into the side, using the ship as a makeshift bar. Whilst not all species consumed alcohol, enough did that the bar had been quickly expanded, a wooden extension added to the back. Chairs had been arranged outside and a kind of beer garden had sprung up on the roof.
Something about it just felt like home. Sitting in a grotty beer garden with an ill-advised drink in hand, half-listening to the conversations around him. He could be in any number of trendy London dive bars, the only sign he wasn�t the greenery surrounding him.
�You alright?� Brekt sat down in the couch beside him, the shuttle creaking beneath the mercenary�s boots as he did. He had a canteen of water in his hands, alcohol did nothing for Eurians.
�Yeah fine and dandy, excepting the obvious.� Michael took a sip of his drink. The glass had been salvaged from a mess aboard one of the ships. They hadn�t worked out how to blow new ones yet and the Custodian�s supply was limited. It had a faint earthy aftertaste and burnt going down. �Otherwise, yeah, can�t complain really. You?�
�I�m good. Great even. I�ve been away from home for too long. Eager to see my kids, you know?�
�Not personally, but I can guess.� Michael had seen the photographs, Brekt had a staggeringly large family. Michael had no idea if it was normal for Brekt�s kind and had been too embarrassed to ask. It felt a little too personal, asking about someone�s biology unprompted.
�I think we�ve got something here. Something great, possibly. Somewhere safe from the Council, from the Substrate, hell from anyone who wants to tangle with us.� Brekt leant back in the couch, the gel squelching as he did. Free from a ship�s control, the gel had simply reverted to acting as a slightly sticky cushion.
�Maybe? Personally, I�m not too keen on this whole Knower cult having a home base. Feels a bit Waco, if you know what I mean?�
�Not really.�
�No, I suppose you wouldn�t. The problem with having a place to defend is that it means you�ve got to stand and fight for it. It�s really easy to find yourself cornered in that case.�
�And would you? Fight for Eden that is?�
Michael thought about it for a moment. He wasn�t entirely sure how to answer that. For months he had constantly complained, asking incessantly to be taken back to Earth. What was he really pining for? A single bedroom flat with iffy plumbing, a dead-end job that paid next to nothing, and a total lack of social life. It hardly seemed worth going back to now.
�Yeah. Yeah, I think I would. Like it or not, the people here look up to me. I have to at least try, I think. Personally, I still think I�ll let them all down at some point.�
�You�ve done well so far.� Brekt placed the canteen to his lips, chugging the water loudly. �You know I look up to you, right? Everything you�ve been through, everything we�ve been through. It�s a lot even for me, and I�ve been a mercenary for fifteen years. You�ve been out here in the galaxy for how long now?�
�Six months.�
�Not a very long time.� Brekt stretched his muscled arms out across the top of the couch. �You know, she believes in you too.� He nodded downwards to the small cluster of tables and chairs before the bar. Aileena was shooing out a Cortican who had one too many drinks. The feathered alien was stumbling away on its many thin legs. �Not that she would say. I�ve known Aileena for a long time. I�ve never seen her like this.�
�Like what?�
�I know you have less eyes, but you�re not that blind right?�
�I�m not sure what you�re on-� Michael winced. There was a pain in his head, an intense pressure building behind his eyes. He tried to stand, a choice that proved to be a mistake as his legs collapsed beneath him. Michael tumbled from the edge of the makeshift bar�s roof, crashing through a table below.
* * *
The sky seemed to thrum with sinister energy. It was dark, aside from flashes of crimson lightning that lanced across the horizon. Michael was floating slightly above the ground, or at least what he was assuming was the ground. It wasn�t dirt beneath his feet, instead, everything around him was a dull grey. The metal carried on for miles, a single flat plane as far as his eyes could see. Light was being cast from an orb hanging in the sky, a horrid scarlet thing. Michael could feel it looking at him, staring down at his hovering form.
He felt the world fall away beneath him, a chasm forming in the metal with a thunderous crack. He wasn�t falling. Instead, Michael could feel a pull upon him, dragging him beneath the surface into the darkness. As he shot downwards the black was interspersed with dots of red light. Eyes watching him.
A chamber came into focus, lit by hundreds of the glowing red lights. It seemed to go on forever, a vast unfathomable cavern. The room was covered in odd cylindrical objects. They were cast in the same dull grey metal as everything else, though they seemed to be arranged almost haphazardly, covering every surface. Even the ceiling of the room was dotted with them like stalactites. Michael could feel himself drifting towards one, its pull inexorable.
The cylinder was open, glowing from within with a sinister light. It was meant for him, he could tell, the opening beckoning him inside. He was getting closer now, flying across the chamber with incredible speed. The cylinder was calling him. As Michael floated inside, everything went dark.
He was somewhere else now. A city, fires burning all around him. Someone was running from him, a species he didn�t recognise. He turned his head to follow them, the red light pouring from his eye sweeping across the road. He fired a pulse forth, the runner turning to ash. They had already been indexed and taking them to the digestion vats was inefficient. Michael turned, metal legs pounding as he searched for another target.
His vision blurred and Michael found himself somewhere else. A line of collectors was arrayed before him, their bodies cracked open to reveal their captives inside. The bodies were motionless, wrapped tightly in metal tendrils. The collectors lifted their prey, hoisting them into the air before them. Michael reached out with his many arms, allowing the unconscious bodies to be dropped into his shimmering palms.
One by one each of them was placed into the tank on his back, the chemicals within beginning the process of breaking them down. His pumps whirred, draining the thick organic slurry that had already collected there, transferring it to his storage vats. They were nearly full, more than enough to birth another batch of collectors.
Michael felt a pain in his head, another ache collecting behind his eyes. He closed them, his vision fading to black.
* * *
Michael�s eyes hurt. The light above him was unbearably bright. He turned away instinctively and was surprised to find himself back aboard the Sword, resting on the hard table of the medical room. His back ached in a way that told him he had been lying there for a while.
�Ah good, you�re awake.� Kerbok was standing beside her patient. She was removing a pair of large rubber gloves. Michael didn�t ask why; he wasn�t sure he wanted to know the answer. �Took a bit of a tumble there. Cracked that rib again, it had only just set.�
�What happened to me?�
�Like I said, you fell.�
�No, I know that. What happened to me after?�
�Not sure what you mean? Your friend brought you back here and you�ve been unconscious on that table for the past day. I have no idea if that�s normal for your species after it�s taken a blow on the head. Not enough information, really.� Kerbok shrugged.
�For future reference, it�s not. It really isn�t. We�re not supposed to fall asleep after a hard knock. Or we�re not supposed to stay awake. Honestly, I�m not sure. Either way, it�s bad for us.�
�Noted.�
�No, I mean, when I was out, I saw things. I wasn�t here, not on Eden. I was� somewhere else.�
Kerbok slid a small wheeled table covered in vaguely threatening implements aside, sitting on the end of the larger table that was serving as a bed. �It�s not unusual for most species to have vivid dreams in such circumstances. Dreams are your brain�s way of filing away all the loose thoughts. They don�t mean anything. Think of it like you�re watching someone dig through a pile of paper, stuffing them into drawers and you�re just catching glimpses of the words on the pages.�
�No. No this wasn�t like this. I was someone else, somewhere with these� cylinders. Capsules. I went inside one, and when I did, I became a collector, gunning people down.�
�Not surprising considering your encounter on my world.�
�Then I was something else. Some kind of machine with dozens of arms. I was dunking people onto a tank on my back, it was full of I think acid. It was like I was digesting people.�
Kerbok�s orange skin shifted to a lighter tone, becoming almost peach in colour. �A digester. I�ve seen one. It�s what happens to the people the collectors deem worth taking, but not indexing. They break the captured down into the� substance, that runs inside the Unmind machines.�
�How would I know what one looks like? We never crossed paths with one on Purnax.�
�No, we didn�t.�
�I would assume this information has come from the nanobots, in some way.� The voice was Clive�s, the AI coalescing a body as he spoke. �It seems likely a place as any.�
�Should I be worried?� Michael didn�t like the idea of the tiny machines tampering with his mind.
�No, I don�t believe so.� Clive shook his head, the cloud of machines blurring for a moment as he did. �The stalemate within you is unchanged. This could be just an unfortunate side effect.�
�Yeah, unfortunate. Fucking catastrophic by my take. I�d rather not have these images in my mind.� Michael sat up, swinging his legs over the end of the table. �The faster we can get this stuff out, the better.�

Chapter Twenty-Six

The Sword had been landed near the town, every inch of the ship checked over by Kestok and his apprentice. The modifications had been a rousing success, dealing with the Unmind fleet easily, but Kestok had been worried about the additional strain on the Sword. For the past few months, he had stripped and reassembled nearly everything he could get his hands on, much to the annoyance of Clive. The AI was more and more identifying as the ship itself. He had even slipped once or twice, the fa�ade that he was human fading as he admitted he was a starship.
The townsfolk had gathered to see the Sword off. They were understandably nervous, the Sword was the closest thing Eden had to defences, but the Seeker was simply too small to collect the planned number of passengers. Eden had been placed just outside of the Euria system as a compromise. Far enough into the void that it wouldn�t be detected, but close enough that the Sword�s return jump would take just seconds.
Even the Custodian had joined the throng. When the machine wasn�t deep beneath the ground working on some arcane system or the other, it had spent its time simply wandering the town, trying to engage the populace in conversations. It wasn�t surprising, he had millions of years of loneliness to work off.
Michael had tried broaching the subject of Eden with the machine a few times. He had so many questions about the people who had built it. What were they like? How long had they lived-on Earth? What happened to them? The Custodian hadn�t been particularly helpful. He simply wasn�t programmed with the information. He only existed to maintain the artificial world, everything else was superfluous. All he knew was that Eden was built originally as part of a project designed to preserve the people and culture of the now-dead race. Exactly why they felt the need to build planets, rather than simply colonising others was a mystery, one that unsettled Michael.
What the Custodian did have was an image. A simple hologram it could project representing its builders. Michael had been a little disappointed. The shimmering glowing image the Custodian had summoned was simply a feathered humanoid. Michael wasn�t sure what he had expected, the idea of dinosaur people had filled his mind with possibilities, but the creature projected could walk around Brekt�s Landing and Michael wouldn�t bat an eye.
That had all been before Michael had taken his tumble. In the days since, he had stayed aboard the Sword. No matter what Kerbok and Clive said, something was different. He couldn�t quite put his finger on what but straying unnecessarily from Clive�s ready supply of reinforcements seemed like a particularly bad idea now. Michael had been seeing the images every time he slept, though they weren�t as clear, much closer to a normal dream. That�s what he assumed they were, his mind trying to make sense of the nightmares he had seen. He had kept quiet about them, not wanting to worry his friend further.
Michael shifted his weight off the airlock�s door frame. This had been the same one he first stepped foot through when they had boarded the Sword all those months ago. The discovery of the recyclers meant that it was finally fixable, the damaged door tossed into the machines and then spat out as brand new. A ramp had extended out from the airlock, though the angle it had taken meant it was a steep climb rather than an easy walk. Michael�s cracked rib had throbbed as he scrambled up it. The Sword was an amazing ship, but on occasion, it could be incredibly awkward, a result of it being built by a species that could climb as easily as they breathed.
�Everything ready?� Aileena was clambering up the ramp on all fours. Seemed she struggled as much as Michael did.
�Apparently.� Michael shrugged. He had been taking lessons on piloting the Seeker, mainly so he didn�t feel useless, but the Sword was still beyond him.
�Good.� Aileena pulled herself into the airlock, taking a seat on its edge and dangling her legs down the ramp. �I appreciate the send-off, but it�s like we�re leaving forever.�
�To be fair, the last time we left, we did bring back some alien warships.�
�We haven�t seen them since. Looks like however they found us was a one-time deal.�
�Maybe.� Michael scanned the crowd, looking at the dozens of faces. They were smiling, but it was all fake. False grins to hide nerves. It was understandable, everyone here had already lost one home. �Maybe they�ll be waiting for us at Euria. We don�t know that.�
�It�s not like you to be this gloomy.�
�What? It�s exactly like me? All I�ve done since leaving Earth is complain about things trying to kill me.�
Aileena chuckled. �Yeah, but you were always more upbeat about it. Something has changed in you. You sound more� despondent.� She stood up, gripping the frame of the airlock as she did. �Look, we�ll go to Euria, we�ll pick up the monks and Brekt�s family and then we�ll be back. A nice easy trip, for a change. Should lighten your mood.�
�Yeah. Yeah, you�re right. Maybe getting a win would lighten my mood.�
�See, it�s already working. Plus, we can get some supplies, we didn�t spend any of the money after all. Might be nice to eat something other than mushrooms and those Rhythm damned tins.�
Michael shuddered, a motion that caused his side to ache. The tins reclaimed for the warehouse on Purnax had contained odd balls of purple jelly. According to the Purnaxians, it was a kind of pickled jellyfish. It had tasted bitter, not unlike prunes, and Michael had discovered a few hours later that they had roughly the same effect on the human digestive system. He had avoided them since, a difficult task considering Meggok had taken to using them to add some much-needed flavour to his various mushroom dishes.
�You know, you told me once that everyone on Euria is either a mercenary or a farmer. That there wasn�t much else to do there,� Michael said. A thought was forming, bubbling to life at the forefront of his mind.
�Yeah, that�s right.�
�Well, rather than buying supplies, we should buy seeds. That will help us more in the long run, right? Might have to put up with the mushrooms for a while, but eventually, we can have a ton of different things going.�
�Huh. Yeah, that�s a great idea.�
�Well, you know what they say. Give a man a fish, and he�ll eat for a day. Teach a man to fish and he�ll eat for a lifetime.�
Aileena let out a long laugh. �Don�t let Mellok hear that. He�ll add it to that book he�s writing. Another cosmic truth from the mouth of the Knower.�
�A book? He�s writing a book.� Michael�s head tilted upwards his eyes closed in frustration. �That�s the last thing I need. A bloody bible. You know, how do they know I�m not this Teller of Lies figure?�
�I think if you were, we would know by now. You�re not exactly the universe destroying type.�
�I suppose not. There�s still time for that though, what with our luck and all.�
�Please don�t wish destruction on the universe,� Aileena said with a smile. �I live there.�
�Listen if I were some evil anti-messiah, you would be fine. I would need a general for my evil army, after all. Plus, villains always get the best outfits.�
* * *
Orson stared at the uniform. It had hung in his closet aboard the Gallant, pushed away so he didn�t have to look at it. The Council�s uniform had never sat right on him, the tailoring just slightly off. It was dark grey with red lining and consisted of a jacket and straight cut trousers. The jacket was supposed to be worn on its own, but Orson had always snuck a shirt underneath, the fabric was scratchy and itched at his skin. He was only now realising it was a metaphor for his time in the Council military, short though it was.
He had replaced the uniform as soon as he could, swapping it for an alien pair of trousers that were reasonably close to cargo pants. He had a selection of vests and shirts, all recovered from the storerooms of captured comms stations, the crew�s civilian clothes. They fitted Orson well enough. Whilst the Council was made up of a bewildering array of races, most of them had two arms and two legs, the humanoid form apparently successful enough to evolve in parallel across the galaxy.
The Shield had been in jump space for a few months, crossing Council space towards Euria. The strange mechanics of jump travel meant that the Gallant would have gotten there much faster on its own. The amount of time it took to travel scaled exponentially with the distance, and whilst the Shield had a much greater range, its size meant there was a much longer recharge time between jumps. The Gallant could have reached the planet within two weeks, making multiple short hops.
This restriction was partly why the war between the Council and the Substrate had reached a stalemate. Once fleets jumped into a system, the capital ships were committed, retreat unlikely. It meant the first few months had seen enormous battles, vast swaths of ships destroyed on each side. Their sizeable forces depleted, each was now licking their wounds and working hard at scrounging up every reinforcement they could find.
Orson had decided that the Shield was an important part of his pitch. Proof his resistance could strike at the Council in a meaningful way. Part of him had wanted to set a course straight for Earth, to try and liberate his home. It was just a dream; Orson knew that the Council would never leave Earth undefended. It was a holy planet to them, the destination for their millennia-long crusade. It would take much more than one outdated battleship.
Orson pushed the uniform to the side, grabbing a khaki coloured shirt from the rail next to it. He had delayed moving his belongings from his cabin on the Gallant onto the one on the Shield. It didn�t seem important, not next to the hundreds of other things he was worried about. The rest of the humans aboard the Gallant hadn�t waited. Whilst Orson had his own captain�s cabin, the rest of them were sharing racks or bunk beds. The Shield had enough individual rooms-meant for officers originally- that everyone got their own, and the newfound privacy had been a welcome morale boost.
�Nguyen to Orson.� The voice was coming from a communicator strapped around Orson�s wrist like a bracelet. �We�ve got about an hour before we drop out of jump space. I thought you would like to know.�
Orson already knew how long was left. He would be a poor commander if he didn�t. Of course, Nguyen would be a terrible second if she didn�t remind him.
�Thank you. I�ll be up shortly.� Orson put the shirt back on the hanger. Moving quarters would have to wait. The Shield was massive, and the walk back to the bridge would take twenty minutes at the very least. �Get everyone on a combat standing, just in case. You can never be sure what we�ll run into.�
* * *
There was a ship, travelling through real space towards Euria. From its design, Michael could tell it was a Council ship. They were all the same, long sweeping curves coming to a point like a circle of knives being drawn into a black hole. The ship emerged from jump space just moments after the Sword had arrived. It was just cosmically bad timing on their part.
�That�s a Council battleship,� Brekt said, the holographic image of the vessel spinning slowly before him. �An old one, couple of centuries maybe, but it�s one of theirs.�
�Possibly called up to battle the Substrate? Though I�m not sure why it would be out here.� Mellok rubbed the side of his head as he thought, ruffling his feathers. �Perhaps they�re taking on mercenaries? Is the war that desperate?�
�Who knows. We should give them a wide berth until the jump drive recharges then get out of here,� Aileena said. She was already plotting their course out of the system. The jump from Eden had been short and only a few minutes were needed before the drives were ready again. �We can probably take them in the Sword, but it�s not a good idea to get this ship on their most wanted list.�
�You�re assuming the people who turned down settling on Eden haven�t gotten back to Council space and told them everything,� Michael said.
�Oh, we�re getting a message, shall I play it?� Mellok had a bad habit of automatically accepting incoming channels, one that he was making a conscious decision to stop.
�Might as well,� Michael said. �Better they talk to us whilst the drive charges than shoot at us.�
�Very wise, Knower. Putting it through now, though it is audio-only, strangely.�
�Unidentified ship, this is the Knower of Truths, my people and I mean you no harm. We have no quarrel with yourselves,� the voice said. Michael recognised it. It was the same voice he had last heard fleeing from Ossiark.
�Orson? What the hell?�
�Who is this?�
Michael was surprised the recognition didn�t go both ways. �This is Michael, you know, I�m the Knower of Truths. Why are you pretending to be me?�
�I think we better talk,� Orson said.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Hanging above Euria was a station, a sprawling bulbous thing. It looked worn, used, its outer hull covered in tiny dings and dents, centuries of debris colliding off the metal. It was the only sign of spacefaring civilisation in orbit around the planet, aside from a handful of tiny satellites. There was no Council presence at all, Euria wasn�t important enough to warrant a single patrol ship. That hadn�t surprised Michael. Aileena had explained that the monks who raised her had practiced their specific version of Rhythm worship for centuries before the Council had noticed and taken offence.
The Seeker was drifting slowly into one of the station�s hangar bays. Orson had been reluctant to discuss things through an open channel, insisting they meet face to face instead. The station had been the perfect meeting place. It wasn�t Council run, instead, it belonged to the Mercenary Guild, an organisation that acted as the middlemen for contracts. This meant that it was, at least in theory, neutral ground.
�Right, I�m taking control again,� Brekt said. He had allowed Michael to pilot the Seeker as they had approached the station. It was an easy straight shot, the perfect chance for Michael to put the few lessons he had received into practice.
�Fine by me.� Michael knew landing the ship was beyond his abilities. Crashing into the deck and exploding into a fireball wasn�t in any of his plans.
�You did well.�
�I mean, it was just flying in a straight line for five minutes. Not much that could go wrong there.�
Brekt let out a snort. �You would be surprised. Aileena once hit an unmoving freighter. In space! She had literally infinite ways to avoid it.� The green-skinned mercenary turned to face Michael, all six of his eyes staring at him. �Don�t let her know I told you that.�
Michael had never seen Brekt looked worried before. Apparently, galactic empires, deadly aliens and killer robots paled in comparison to Aileena. Michael agreed with him.
�Fine by me,� Michael said.
The Seeker thudded as it landed, dropping into its designated place in the hangar. The bay was full of ships, dozens of different models and sizes. At the far side, Michael could make out the intimidating shape of a Council patrol ship, likely the same one that had chased them from Earth all those months ago.
Michael had no idea what he would say to Orson. He had spent most of those same months arguing he wasn�t the Knower, but now someone else was making that claim he felt oddly defensive of it. Michael realised it had become part of his identity, creeping into his personality like weeds in a garden. It was more than that though, Michael was afraid of disappointing the people who believed in him. As annoying as Mellok and his nascent church were, Michael couldn�t help but feel sorry for them. Orson was abusing their beliefs; he could feel it in his gut.
�Ready?� Brekt said, getting up from his chair. He had been sat in the primary pilot�s seat, where Aileena usually was. She was back aboard the Sword, the ship in a standoff with its Council counterpart whilst Michael met with Orson.
�Yeah, I suppose so. You good Meggok?�
The chef nodded. Meggok, like his husband, was all blue skin and muscle. The former gladiator had volunteered to come along as one of Michael�s two agreed escorts. The Sword was empty of civilians for the time being and Meggok wanted to feel useful in some capacity. He wasn�t a mechanic like Kestok, but his time in the pits of Ossiark had made him handy in a fight.
�Yeah. What�s the plan here then, exactly?� Meggok unclipped himself from the chair he had chosen, the gel squelching as he stood up.
�Beats me, depends on what Orson has to say, doesn�t it?� Michael said, strolling up the ramp towards the control room�s exit. �Something doesn�t smell right.�
�That�s the station. You get a lot of mercs in one place, it can get a little sweaty,� Brekt said, his voice as soft as ever.
�No, it�s a saying. It means something doesn�t feel right.�
�Oh. Well, yeah. I get you now.�
Meggok nodded along as he filed in behind Michael. �This is the guy back at Ossiark, right? The other human?�
�Yeah, that�s the guy.� Michael stepped down into the airlock, putting his hand on the panel to open it. The lights flashed green as they detected air on both sides of the seal.
�Might be lucky then. Don�t you need a transfusion from another human? For your� problem.� Meggok sounded cagey. He wasn�t sure exactly how to approach Michael�s condition. It had been kept a secret from the townsfolk, but Michael had told his immediate allies.
�If they have the same blood type, sure.�
�The same what?� Brekt had strolled through the doorway. �What�s a blood type?�
�You know, you can�t just use any old blood. Two people can have different kinds and not be compatible.�
�You�ve lost me there. Blood is blood.�
�Yeah well, not for humans.� Michael sighed. Another deficiency to add to the list. When he was a kid, science fiction movies had always featured aliens that were faster, stronger or just smarter than humans. It turned out that in real life being at the bottom of the evolutionary pile was just depressing.
* * *
Brekt stood before the screen, rocking back and forth on his heels. Orson had agreed to meet then in a bar aboard the station, a location suggested by Aileena, but Brekt had insisted they make a brief detour first. He had led Michael and Meggok into a long corridor, its length covered in tall touchscreens, each the height of a person. Dozens of people were interacting with them. Mostly Eurians, though there were a few other species mixed in.
�Do we have time for� whatever this is? Michael said.
�It�s got to be done, and we won�t have many other choices. Besides, let him wait a little. It�s good to make the other side sweat.� Brekt was deftly inputting commands into a screen, text scrolling past that Michael couldn�t understand.
�What are we doing anyway?�
�Reporting the outcome of the contract. The one Aileena and I had.� Brekt said. �And Vergil.� There had been three mercenaries when Michael had been snatched from Earth, one of them falling to Council troopers as they tried to complete their abduction. �It�s important. If we report he was killed attempting to complete the contract, the guild can payout on his insurance policy. Makes sure his family get paid.�
�Did you work with him for a long time?�
�Nah,� Brekt said, his focus still on the screen. �I�d met him once or twice on this station, in the bar, out and about, that kind of thing. This was our first job with him. Figured we might need a third considering how insane the plan was.�
�Oh. It�s good of you to do this then.�
�It�s important. There�s a code between mercs, you know? Besides, we need to report on the contract to keep ourselves in good standing.� Brekt reached inside his pocket, pulling out a golden disc the size of his palm. The centre of the disk had an imprint on it, a fingerprint from a feathered hand. �Mellok signed off the contract as cancelled due to extraneous circumstances. Means me and Aileena will get to split the deposit he would have left with the guild and doesn�t count against us as a failed job.�
�You didn�t fail though,� Michael said. �You got me off Earth, that was the original job, right?�
�Sure, but the speaker-bird has no cash after what happened to Cortica, we would only get the deposit anyway. And this way he won�t get chased by guild debt agents.� Brekt shuddered, marking the second time Michael had seen the mercenary worry.
�We probably don�t need any more enemies,� Meggok said.
Brekt placed the disc into a slot next to the screen. It disappeared with a clatter, vanishing like a coin in a vending machine. The screen chirped happily, before spitting out another disc from a tray at the bottom. This one was blank, though the spot where the fingerprint would be looked soft. The tray rattled again as some coins joined them. Michael recognised them as Council currency, identically sized ovals with simple lines on them.
�There we go, one job completed and paid. Well, paid a little anyway. More cash is more supplies after all.� Brekt pocketed the handful of coins. It didn�t look like much to Michael, but he had no idea what anything was worth.
�What�s with the coins? On Earth I don�t need to carry cash, everything can be done electronically.�
�Ah yeah, you get that on some planets. But if you want to take money off-world, well, cash it is,� Meggok said. �It�s just easier than messing with trying to sync up bank accounts across systems.�
�Makes sense.� Michael adjusted what remained of his jacket. �Come on, we better go meet Orson. Quicker this is done, the better.�
* * *
The bar was crammed full of Eurians, all lost in their own conversations and drinks. Michael remembered Aileena had mentioned something about what Eurians drank instead of alcohol but couldn�t quite remember what. Brekt led the way, the crowd parting with several knowing nods as he did. It occurred to Michael they had finally arrived at a place where they weren�t total unknowns or wanted in some capacity.
�Over there,� Brekt said nodding towards a booth in the corner. Orson was sat there, two burly looking men besides him. Michael noted they were human as well, their buzzcuts screaming military. More humans were good, it increased the odds on finding a match.
Meggok squeezed into the booth first, a difficult task considering his size. Michael followed, with Brekt sitting on his opposite flank. Michael�s two wardens glared at their counterparts.
�We finally meet, face to face, Knower,� Orson said. He was smiling, it was faintly disarming.
�Please, Michael is fine, commander. Or should I call you Knower as well?�
�James would be fine. Or Orson, honestly, I�ve been called that longer in my life.� Orson shrugged. �Always been a military boy.�
�I can�t relate.�
�No, I suppose you can�t. What was the excuse you tried, when we first spoke? Tour guide to the stars? You certainly look the part.�
Michael looked down at his suit. It was a miracle it was still together. �I suppose. You certainly don�t look like a Council officer. More army surplus.�
Orson chuckled. �You�re not wrong. Ah! There we are.� Orson passed a coin to a Eurian who had approached the booth tray in hand. They pocketed it, then placed six glasses onto the table. The liquid inside was mint green and fizzed slightly. The barman turned and walked back into the crowd. �I took the liberty of ordering us some drinks, a show of friendship on my part.�
Michael remembered what Aileena said as Orson lifted his glass. Michael dove across the table, slapping the drink from the man�s hand. His bodyguards lunged forwards and Michael threw himself back into his seat.
�Sorry! Eurians don�t drink alcohol. That drink�s mostly acid!�
Orson looked down at his shirt. The drink had hit the side of the booth, smashing against the floor but flecks of the liquid had splattered across his clothes. Tiny holes had already begun to appear. He patted it down with his sleeve.
�Settle down lads,� he said, gesturing to his men. �Looks like Michael saved us from a nasty accident. Thank you. Would have been really easy for you to get rid of us if you had said nothing.�
�I don�t hold anything against you. I just want to go back home, to Earth. That�s all I ever wanted, really.�
�Good luck with that. The Council is holding a tight grip on our home. That�s why we�re out here,� Orson lowered his head, his voice dropping to a whisper, �fighting.�
�Sorry? I don�t follow.� Michael found himself mirroring his counterpart�s volume.
�My men and I, we defected. And it�s all your fault. Chasing you gave us some questions, ones we didn�t like the answers to. You know the Council oppresses planets? Brainwashes them on a large scale with their religion? They have the blood of trillions on their hands.�
Michael nodded. �Yeah, I know. Not like any of the other galactic powers are that friendly. Had real trouble with something called the Substrate.�
�I know them. That�s how we got out, pretended our ship was destroyed in battle with the Substrate than went AWOL. Not before sending what we had learned back to Earth. After that, we�ve been trying to build up a resistance. The Council has a lot of control, but there�s always someone pissed off enough to fight back.�
�Which is why you�ve been pretending to be me. You�re using the Knower as a figurehead. It�s why you�re on Euria,� Michael said.
�Planet full of mercs, most of them pissed at the Council. Their attack caught a lot of collateral aside from the monastery,� Brekt said. He took a sip from his drink, the liquid within harmless to him.
�Exactly.� Orson leant back against the side of the booth. �We�ve managed to get ourselves an upgrade on the Gallant, our patrol ship, but we need people to crew it. We need fighters.�
�This is why you wanted to meet face to face,� Michael said, his finger tapping the table as he spoke. �You can�t have another Knower running around, it�s bad for business, so to speak. That�s kind of cynical, to abuse people�s beliefs like that.�
�I got the idea from you, on Ossiark. It�s what you did in the arena.�
�Fair point. So, what do you want Orson?�
�Nothing, not really. I just wanted to talk. I know last time I promised if I saw you, I would catch you. That�s obviously not true anymore. We�re part of an exclusive club out here, the few humans in the galaxy at large. Shooting at each other is probably a terrible idea considering.�
�Ok. Well then. Glad we agree.� Michael shifted in his seat. Both sides of the booth had hard wooden seating with no cushions. It wasn�t comfortable.
�Why are you here?�
�Picking up some friends.�
�In that ship of yours?� Orson said. �Didn�t have that the last time. It�s a big bit of kit, seems like we�ve both had an upgrade. You�ve got that thing; we�ve got the Shield out there.�
�The Shield?� Michael�s eyebrow arched as he spoke. �That�s weird, ours is the Sword. What are the odds on that?�
�That is pretty funny.�
�So, how many humans you got aboard?�
�A fair few. About thirty. Why?�
�This is going to sound insane, but I need some blood,� Michael said.
An alarm rang, a deep booming, the bass shaking the table of the booth, glasses rattling across the wet metal. The crowd began to rush through the doors, reacting quickly to the noise.
�What the hell is that?� Michael said.
�That�s the emergency alarm, abandon station,� Brekt said. He was already out of the booth and halfway across the bar.
�Michael, we�ve got a problem.� Aileena�s voice was coming out from the communicator bracelet she had slapped around Michael�s wrist before he had left. Orson and his men had left the booth, but from what Michael could see he was also talking into a similar communicator.
�We�ve always got a problem it feels like,� Michael said. He was holding his wrist to his face as he spoke. It felt a little awkward.
�Yeah, well this is a big problem. A Substrate dreadnought has just jumped into the system. Get yourself back to the Sword now.�

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Things were not going well. Aileena let her shoulders slump in her chair as the Sword completed the manoeuvres she had input into the controls. She was trying to place the ship between the incoming Substrate dreadnought and the planet, but the massive warship kept adjusting its course, seemingly eager to go around the Sword. It was supposed to be an easy trip, in and out in a few days, nice and simple. Now the Substrate was threatening her world, her home, and Aileena couldn�t help but feel it was partly her fault. There was a terrible sense of history repeating to the whole situation. This is what had happened at Cortica, a Substrate dreadnought and its pirate friends turning the world to glass.
Aileena turned her head, looking across the bridge to Mellok. He was staring at the sensor readings, fire in his eyes. His feathers had changed colour, taking on a deep crimson red. Aileena turned back to the hologram hovering over her console. They had barely made it out last time, the enemy bombarding their shield until it had nearly overloaded the ship�s power grid. Things were different now; the ship had been upgraded and this Substrate vessel lacked the supporting fleet the previous one had. Aileena knew the ship on the hologram before her-a long jagged rock covered in engines and guns-was in for a nasty shock.
�You ready with the shield?� Aileena said, shouting across the bridge. The room was much too big for their tiny crew. There were enough seats for dozens to work there.
Kestok spun his chair around. �Yes. I�ve got everything set up. I think I�ve got the hand of the targeting, but I can�t promise I�ll be as good a shot as Brekt.�
�No-one is. Doesn�t matter, we can sit here all-day throwing shots back at that dreadnought. You�ll have plenty of chance to practice.�
�Can�t say I ever imagined learning to be a gunner was what I had in mind when I got my engineering qualifications.�
Aileena let out a quiet laugh. �But being a gladiator was?�
�I see your point.� Kestok turned back to his console, fingers hovering ready over the keys. To his right, Skorra was watching intently. She always was, gleaning what she could from the engineer. Skorra and Kestok had just grown closer over the months, he and Meggok essentially adopting the girl.
�It might be a good idea to fire off smaller shots constantly, instead of saving up for a bigger one,� Skorra said, her ears twitching as she spoke. �Could be easier on the power systems?�
�Yeah, that�s a good idea.� Kestok was constantly impressed by Skorra. She had no formal training of any sort, her knowledge gleaned from constant tinkering. This meant she was often wildly wrong about things, but she also had this knack for coming up with ideas he would never have thought of. She wasn�t constrained in her thinking; years of education hadn�t drummed into her the one true correct way to do things. �The new relays should be more than enough. They handled the barrage from those Unmind ships like it was nothing. But, you�re right, you can never be too safe.�
�Proper safety measures is the first step to a job well done!� Skorra said. She smiled, the fur around her cheeks ruffling as she did. Kestok had given her a series of mantras and sayings to learn as part of his training. They were admittedly cheesy, but Skorra had taken to practising them daily.
�Exactly.�
Aileena groaned, her moan echoing around the bridge. It had come out louder than she had expected. �Stay still damn you.� The Substrate dreadnought was still trying to evade her. It wasn�t like the Substrate; they had a reputation for being aggressive and arrogant. She zoomed out on the sensor display, trying to predict the ship�s course. Then she realised. �The other ship.�
�The Shield?� Mellok said, his feathers quivering. He had guessed where Aileena was going. �You think that the Substrate is here for Orson and his men?�
�Would make sense. I think they�re trying to get past us to get at them.�
�Orson did claim to be the Knower. Perhaps the Substrate thinks that they are us. They do seem to be interested in the Knower, and I suspect the last ship we encountered wasn�t able to inform their command about the Sword.�
On the sensor display, the Shield was bringing itself closer to the station. It had held off, mirroring the Sword�s position, but now the Merydian starship had moved away to intercept the dreadnought it had moved slowly towards the orbital construct. It worried Aileena. They still had no idea if Orson was telling the truth.
�Try and contact the Substrate ship. Maybe we can rile them up a little?� Aileena ran her hands through her hair before quickly pulling a piece of elastic from her jacket pocket and tying it into a ponytail. The Sword�s energy shield was an amazing thing, but if no one fired on them the ship was essentially unarmed. �Let�s poke the korix a little.�
* * *
The corridors were a maelstrom of people, all jostling for position as they rushed towards the hangar bays. It made sense. Michael wasn�t an expert on space battles, not even close, despite having the dubious honour of being involved in more than any other human. Even to him though, it was obvious the station was an easy target for the incoming Substrate ship. Staying would be suicide.
Despite that, the flight off the station wasn�t organised. People slammed into Michael as they pushed past, forcing him to grip onto Brekt�s arm like a lost child. He dreaded what it would be like in the hangar bay, dozens of ships fighting to escape through the energy field that kept the bay pressurised.
�We need to get off this station,� Orson said. �You don�t want to see one of those Substrate ships in action.�
�Been there, got the t-shirt,� Michael said. �We watched them burn a planet before we were able to put a stop to them. They were after me then, no doubt they�re here to finish the job this time. That�s the problem, see, with being a messiah. More people tend to want to kill you than believe in you. The Substrate, the Council, the Unmind Index. They keep adding up.�
�What the hell is the Unmind Index?�
�You don�t want to know, trust me on that one.�
�Look, if we can get to my ship, we can at least try and fight back. We won�t win, not against that thing, but we can stall it maybe?�
�You really think that?� Michael stopped pushing at the crowd to look at Orson. �You saw them fight, right? You said you were in a battle? How long do you think that ship you have is going to last?�
�Hopefully long enough for my people to get off it, escape in their own ships.�
�If I know Aileena, she�ll already be trying to get in front of that thing. Let her deal with it. Our ship can handle it.�
Orson let out a derisive snort. �Your ship has no weapons, we scanned it. You�re lucky we were willing to talk.�
�Looks can be deceiving. The Sword isn�t defenceless. Anything but. Like I said, we�ve dealt with one of these ships before. Permanently.�
* * *
The thrall was shivering a little, dreading relaying the message to its lord. They weren�t known for being kind to messengers.
�My lord,� it said, finally gathering the courage. The thrall had turned as far as it could, its movement restricted by the cabling fusing its body to the console. �We are receiving a message from the unknown ship.�
�I don�t care, they are inconsequential. Continue our course towards the Council vessel.� Abberax leant back in his throne, scratching at his side with his talons. �Former Council vessel,� he said, correcting himself.
�The unknown ship continues attempting to intercept us, my lord. Besides, their message is rather��
�Rather what, thrall?� Abberax stood up, his impressive bulk shimmering beneath the dull lights of the chamber. �I told you I didn�t� care.�
Abberax gestured towards the grey-skinned creature, a simple wave of his palm. It began to scratch at its skin, bubbles and blisters forming quickly, rancid boils growing and bursting in moments. The thrall slumped over, killed by the pain, its body held in place by the cabling.
�Not my favourite, but effective. The artisan who designed that death shows promise.� Aberrax turned to the nearest thrall. �You, what was in that message? It cost me a thrall, so I might as well hear it.�
�Yes, my lord. I�ll play it now.�
�Hey, rock face, get the hell away from this planet. You�re not welcome here.� The voice was unfamiliar to Abberax. It sounded female, though he wasn�t sure, he paid little attention to the differences between the organic races. �We took care of your buddies at Cortica, and we�ll take care of you.�
Abberax let out a long laugh. It was a disconcerting noise. His people spoke audibly by scratching their rocks together and his laugh sounded like a landslide.
�How interesting. It would seem we have found the culprit for our missing dreadnought. Or at least someone claiming to be so. And to threaten a Substrate lord. Foolish.�
�Should we fire upon them, my lord?� asked the weapons thrall, a hunched figure, their eyes wired directly into the targeting panel.
�This sounds like a ploy, a distraction of some kind.� Abberax rubbed his claws together as he thought, a smattering of thin dust drifting off them. �They believe they can goad us. Ignore them. This ship is no threat, otherwise, it would have fired upon us already. Continue on our course, bring us into effective range of the battleship and then fire at will.�
�As you command, my lord.�
* * *
�They aren�t responding,� Mellok said. �It would appear this particular Substrate commander is more stubborn. What next?�
�I�m thinking,� Aileena said. �Rhythm damn it, who builds a ship and doesn�t put guns on it?�
�It�s a shame we can�t, I don�t know, hold on to the power after a fight?� Skorra said. �Store it somewhere just in case?�
Kestok patted the girl on the shoulder, fur sticking up from between his fingers. �You�re full of good ideas, you know that? It�s not going to help us now, but we could add a capacitor or a battery of some kind for future use. Store some power between fights or find a way of pre-charging the shield.�
�Not a huge fan of the assumption that we�re going to be getting into fights constantly,� Clive said, his form coalescing. �That seems a rather slapdash attitude towards what is, in essence, my body.�
�I think you agree though?� Kestok pointed a finger at the glowing cloud accusingly.
�That�s beside the point.�
�We don�t need ideas for the future,� Aileena said, the frustration obvious in her tone. �We need ideas for right the hell now.�
�We could get someone else to shoot us?� Skorra said. �Act a relay maybe?�
�Who exactly is going to do that? The station is unarmed, and Orson�s battleship is beyond effective weapons range. Though we�re not going to be evading�.�
�It�s rather moot, I believe,� Mellok said as he tapped at the console before him. �These fellows are more than happy to oblige I would think.� He sent the latest sensor information to the holoprojectors dotted around the centre of the room, expanding the image until it filled the chamber.
More ships had appeared, dropping into real space at the same time, a perfect formation beyond any living fleet. Their baleful red eyes were visible even on the hologram, the heads at the front of each ship twisting and undulating in a way that sickened the stomach. The Unmind fleet was vast, hundreds of ships flying in perfect unison.
Behind those was something different. No boxy utilitarian thing, it was an enormous cluster of spikes and jagged edges, a threatening grey thing with a single massive flat face. It dwarfed everything around it, a planet-sized object hurtling through the darkness.
�Is that� Eden?� Skorra said, peering at the hologram.
�No.� Mellok stepped away from his console, walking towards the image. �Look, the surface, it�s just� grey. There�s nothing there. No seas, no land, nothing.� He gestured with his feathered hand. �It�s another one. Another installation. Perhaps an unfinished one?�
�No, I think that�s finished,� Aileena said. �The Unmind ships are falling into formation around it. I think this is something different. Eden is somewhere for the living, for life and plants and people. This� this is the opposite. This is only death. I can feel it in my gut.�

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The atmosphere inside the station had become thick with overwhelming dread. The hurried rush of the people inside had become a frenzied panic, news of the new arrivals spreading throughout the crowd like a cold. Michael didn�t know how they were doing it, but the Unmind had predicted where he was going a second time. This time they had arrived with considerably more force. Talk amongst the crowd was of a ship the size of a planet. Michael knew that the Sword was tough but standing against an armada of Unmind vessels wasn�t a good idea for anyone.
�We need to get through this crowd and get the hell out of here,� Brekt said. The two marines who had accompanied Orson were at his sides, along with Meggok, the four men forming an effective battering ram as they parted the throng of people. They were nearly at the hangar now; the team proving extremely effective.
�Nguyen, any updates on our new friends?� Orson was speaking into the communicator wrapped around his wrist. He was clearly finding the device unwieldy. For a while technology companies on Earth had pushed smartwatches. They were mildly popular, most people found themselves looking a little bit silly when they spoke into them, a death knell for a product whose marketing focused on how cool it supposedly was.
�Sensors are still trying to count the number of ships. Current estimates on the fleet�s size is six hundred and twelve but it�s still rising. That isn�t including that big bastard, whatever that is. I�m bringing the Shield in close to the station so you can fly the Gallant right in. Still, a few hours until our drives recharge though, so I�m preparing the ship for a full burn out of the system once you�re aboard.�
�Time to see if the Council�s repairs to that reactor shielding holds up?�
�Hello, Orson, sir?� The voice on the line changed, taking on a trill tone. It had a strange kind of echo to it, like several voices in unison. �I can assure you the repairs on the reactor are perfect. I was part of the supervision team after all. The Unmind. I never thought I would see them in person! This is exciting, isn�t it? Just like issue four thousand and seventy-three!�
�Ok, fine. Life isn�t a comic book though, Vossix. Keep an eye on that reactor.� Orson rolled his eyes. The insectoid alien had been eager to offer his help to the resistance. Not from any philosophical or theological standpoint, instead doing it simply because it was like the comic books he loved so much. Orson understood the former trooper�s reasoning, as a child, he had dreamt of being an astronaut. He had achieved that goal, but his childhood self had expected things to be a little more Dan Dare and a little less watching ants in zero gravity. Orson allowed himself a smile, realising he was closer now to that childhood dream than ever.
�The Unmind won�t hold back,� Michael said. �I�ve seen them in action. Those machines will kill or harvest anything they come across. Either that or take them for indexing. Had the unfortunate experience of that myself, before I got saved.�
�What does that even mean, indexing?�
�No idea. No one seems to know exactly. It�s� what I need the blood for. I need a transfusion. When the Unmind took me they pumped nanobots into me. There are friendly bots in there holding them back and my doctor thinks they can push all the Unmind bots into my blood and flush them out.�
�Wait, nanobots? Like the tiny machines?� Orson ran his eyes over Michael as if scanning him. �It�s not contagious, is it?�
�Don�t think so.�
�Well, if one of my men is a match, I�m sure they�ll be happy to donate. You�re going to need more than one donor though, right? For the amount you would need.�
�Yeah, I guess you�re right.�
�So, I guess the question is, why where? Why are the Unmind here now?� Orson twisted as a Eurian pushed past him. They were heading deeper into the station, either they were lost, or they were abandoning the idea of escaping.
�That�s a good question.� Brekt�s voice, though soft, seemed to punch through the noise. �Your men will need heavy-duty weapons. Explosives, high powered energy weapons, anything like that. Unmind stuff is armoured.�
�We�ve got a few bits and pieces,� Orson said. �You think we�ll need to fight them?�
�Possibly. Considering they want to capture and index whoever they can, I suspect they might try to board the station and ships. Assuming they don�t blast us first.�
�He�s got a point, sir,� said one of the marines. �We�ve got some heavier gear on the Gallant if we need it.�
�Still means we need to get to the Gallant no matter what,� Orson said.
�Not necessarily. This is a merc station. Means there is plenty of weapons dealers here. Bound to be something useful in one of the shops,� Brekt said as he pushed another group of people out of the way.
�This is all thinking the worst,� Michael said. �Getting off the station is our first priority then we can-�
There was a shooting pain just behind Michael�s eyes. It was like before, when he had fallen. He stayed upright this time, bracing himself against the wall as he stumbled.
Orson grabbed Michael�s arm, pulling him to his feet.
�You ok?�
�Yeah. Yeah, I�m ok. Just a dizzy spell. Come on, we can�t hang about.�
�You look pale.�
�Well, the next sun beds we see I�ll pop in for a top-up. Either that or I can stand really close to the guns the Unmind�s collectors have. Their lasers, or doom rays, or whatever. Reckon they could give me a lovely summer glow.�
�Point well made.� Orson pushed Michael�s arm over his shoulder. �Come on, you can use me as support.�
�Last time we met you were shooting lasers at me.�
�Well, it�s a funny old universe.�
�Hangar�s right ahead,� Brekt said. �We�re nearly there.�
* * *
Abberax examined the hologram before him, his crystal absorbing the light bouncing off it and translating the image across the intricate lattice within that formed Abberax�s mind. The newly arrived fleet was impressive. The Unmind had been a pest for as long as the Substrate had been an empire, appearing rarely to besiege a world before vanishing into the dark.
The empire had never considered pursuing them. The worlds the Unmind attacked were always ones on the edges of Substrate space, mostly thrall gardens with only a token number of overseers. The planets were always left habitable, and there was always more thralls to repopulate them with. When the Unmind arrived in a system, the Substrate simply left. It wasn�t worth the expense to fight them.
�A portion of the fleet is breaking off, my lord,� said the thrall installed in the sensor suite. Their arms vanished into the wall next to it, nerves fused to circuits within. Like most thralls, they had pallid grey skin. Whilst the Substrate had thralls from every world they conquered some species were just more popular. Either they were more easily made compliant or bred quickly and cheaply. �They appear to be moving to intercept us.�
�Prepare, the main cannons. What�s our antimatter status?� Abberax was standing, gesturing with his talons as he spoke. He was so close to his quarry, but the universe seemed to be conspiring against him.
�Sixty-three per cent of reserves remaining, my lord,� replied another thrall, one manning the weapon controls. Abberax didn�t know the name of their race, and he didn�t care. Each dreadnought as the sole property of the Lord who commanded it, crewed with thralls from their own estates, the rock that formed its hull hewn from their own lands. Abberax had chosen this particular grey-skinned species to form the bulk of his thralls due to the ease they could be cloned, supplementing his stock�s natural growth. Consequently, they all looked near identical.
�More than enough. Prepare the main gun to fire.�
�Yes, my lord,� the weapons thrall said. Like most space-faring cultures the Substrate mounted the considerable firepower of their ships facing forward. The travel time inherent to weapons fire in space meant that evasive manoeuvres were highly effective. The easiest way to combat them was to get as close as possible. Most space battles came down to two fleets flying directly towards one another, beams dancing across the darkness.
�My lord, the ship who messaged us, the unarmed one, is moving to place itself between the station and the oncoming fleet,� the sensor thrall said, shifting the hologram in the centre of the chamber to show the movement of the strange ship. Its size marked it as a capital ship, easily a counterpart to the dreadnought, but it hadn�t fired. Abberax respected the bravery it took to taunt him as they had, even as he laughed about the futility of it.
�Bold.� Abberax drummed his talons onto the metal railing that ran around the central hologram, his stony fingers ringing as he tapped the hollow steel. �Something isn�t right. That ship is unarmed, correct?�
�Yes, my lord.� The sensor thrall brought up the image of the ship. Behind them, the corpse of the communications thrall had been removed, a new body in the process of being wired into the connections. �No identifiable weapons.�
�Identifiable weapons is very different from no weapons.� Abberax�s voice was like boulders tumbling down a mountain. He was not pleased.
�There are projectors across the hull, but they don�t match any known weapon configurations, and they have limited arcs. They would make for most ineffective weapons. We also did not move when the ship was trying to intercept us. I would assume that if they were weapons, they would-�
The thralls head imploded. The remnants hovered above a small silver needle protruding from within the thralls exposed neck. The blob of blood and skull compressed further, glowing brilliant white as the energy projected from the needle took effect. There was a clink as a tiny diamond struck the deck, carbon pressurised in an instant.
�I like this one,� Abberax said as he bent down and picked up the diamond, the tiny fragment squeezed between the tips of his claws. �Send my regards to the artificer who made it.� He placed the diamond onto his torso. It sank into the stone, forming part of his being. �Set a course towards that Council ship. Fire on anything that gets in the way.�
* * *
�The bulk of the Unmind ships are on course for the station,� Mellok said. �Some have split from the main fleet and are headed towards the Shield and the dreadnought.�
Aileena allowed herself a smile. The Substrate lord in charge of the dreadnought hadn�t taken the bait, he was smart, but he was still heading towards an Unmind flotilla. At least he was going down with everyone else.
�Good, I�m bringing us between the fleet and the station. Get Orson�s ship on the line, tell them to get behind us.� Aileena was inputting instructions to the ship as she spoke. The ship was responding quickly, normally a vessel of this size was sluggish, slow, the thrusters struggling to move its mass. The Sword was different, dancing like its namesake, cutting across space.
�I�ve commanded the bots to take up positions throughout the ship, should I take damage,� Clive said. Referring to the Sword in the first person was new, but no-one had the time to acknowledge it.
�This is the Shield,� Nguyen�s face appeared before Mellok, projected from a small green orb in his console. �Make it quick, we don�t have time to be messing around.�
�Oh, yes. Fall in behind the Sword. Our ship. We will cover you.� Mellok�s feathers shimmered as he spoke, drifting through a rainbow of colours.
�No offence, but that thing has no guns. You should be getting behind us.�
�You�ll find that the Sword isn�t undefended. Rather the opposite. We can cover you and the station, for a time, if you get behind us.�
�Enough time to jump away? We�ve still got hours left on our drive.�
�Enough for you to pick up the Knower and Orson and set an escape course certainly,� Mellok said.
�I think you�re confused,� there was another voice, a second face appearing on the hologram. It was covered in thick hair. �Orson is the Knower.�
�A discussion for another time!� Aileena was shouting, not bothering to turn on her own channel. �Look we can jump out right away if needed. If things get too much we�re gone. The longer you�re arguing over religious theory the less of a time window we have. One Knower, two Knowers, whatever, it doesn�t matter.�
�Two Knowers?� the fur-covered alien said. �There is only one Knower. Perhaps this other person you speak of is the Teller of Lies? A false prophet.�
�We don�t have time, Kalk. We can discuss this later. You better be telling the truth. Good luck, Nguyen out.� The hologram shut off.
* * *
Orson and Brekt each had one arm around Michael as they helped him down the ramp. He had grown weaker with every moment, each step sapping his strength.
�Come on, our ships are right there, time to go,� Orson said. The hangar was a mess of ships fighting to get past each other and out through the doors. Two had collided together, destroying a third as they had crashed. The fires had been put out, but it meant the hanger was thick with smoke, the same field keeping in the air preventing the cloud from dissipating.
�I�ve seen better-organised festival car parks. Just leave me here,� Michael�s voice was faint. It was as if even speaking was draining what little he had left. �Come on, it�s obvious. The Unmind has to be tracking me, or reading my thoughts, or who knows what else? It has to be. I can feel the machines inside me winning. Just being closer to those ships is making them stronger.�
�We�ll get you back aboard the Sword and top you up,� Brekt said. �You�ll be fine then, right? Michael? Michael!?�

Chapter Thirty

Things were dark. Not simply the darkness of the night, or of a room with its lights switched off, this was a total and all eclipsing darkness. It was like Michael had been plunged deep beneath the earth, where no wisps of sunlight dared to enter. The last thing he remembered was being on the station, Orson and Brekt�s arms around him. The pain behind his eyes had built up until it was near unbearable. Then, the darkness.
The pain was done now, not even a dull pulse left in its wake. He could move, but without vision, he had no sense of where he was. For all Michael knew taking two steps forward could mean a plunge to his death. It dawned on him that he was standing. Something about waking up on his feet worried him, a nervous twisted knot forming in his gut. Michael reasoned that this must be what waking from sleepwalking felt like. He didn�t like it, this sickening feeling that he had been doing something unawares.
Slowly, and carefully, Michael edged his foot forward, arms outstretched before him. He immediately felt something cold and harsh beneath his fingers. The surface was slightly rough to the touch, like a painted iron fence. Michael moved his hands upwards, trying to find an edge to the surface. He stood on his tip-toes, stretching his arms as high as he could but could find no limit. He shuffled to the left and right, and again the wall seemed to carry on. Without being able to see it felt infinite, a barrier sealing him in some eternal prison.
There was a low groan, a slow-building rumble that steadily grew louder. As it did, light began to spill into the darkness. It crept towards Michael, revealing the chamber around him. The light was crimson, painting everything it touched in a vivid red. A section of the infinite wall was sliding open, a doorway to the beyond. Now he was able to see, the room was a lot smaller than Michael had expected, the darkness tricking all his senses.
The doorway was open now, waiting for him. Michael took a moment to take everything in. He checked his arms, his legs, examining himself as best he could. He hadn�t been injured. Something had happened on the station, that was for sure and Michael assumed he had simply fallen unconscious. He was still wearing his suit, but it seemed to be in perfect shape. Whoever had placed him in the room had taken the time to repair his clothes. Michael would have to thank them. He adjusted himself, puffing out his chest unnecessarily, and stepped through the doorway.
Beyond, was a simple corridor. It carried onwards for quite some distance, before ending in a solid wall. There were no doors along it, but Michael assumed he simply couldn�t see them, their edges flush with the metal. The walls of the corridor were like those of the room. Rough to the touch. He wondered what colour the metal was without the light. It was pouring from the ceiling, the red washing over everything. It reminded Michael of the darkroom a friend back on Earth had. He never understood the appeal, washing photographs in chemicals instead of just printing them off. Michael had never been artistic. Or sporty. Or anything much at all really, simply drifting through his life in a kind of malaise. He hated to admit it but leaving Earth had given him a reason for living he had no idea was missing.
�Hello?� There was no reply. He tried to run through the possibilities in his mind. He wasn�t on the Sword, that was for sure, and the stark architecture around him didn�t match the mercenary station. That place had been a mishmash of styles, the station repaired over centuries with whatever was at hand. The whole place had the same kind of vibe as a dive bar, slightly ratty with a thin layer of grime. He had no idea what the Council ships were like on the inside, but he doubted it was like this. They had an aggressive look to them, but were at least meant to be lived in.
Michael ran his hand along the wall as he walked. The metal made a faint scratching noise as he did. He wondered what the point was, covering the walls in a substance that clearly didn�t hold up. A lot of things didn�t make sense to Michael out beyond the Earth, so he just added this thought to his mental pile.
He had reached the end of the corridor now. The wall had responded, a door slowly opening in the same manner as the first. The light beyond was duller, its colour not as overpowering. Michael stepped through once the door was wide enough.
This chamber was massive, an enormous cavernous place. The lights here were scattered above like scarlet stars, casting their sinister glow onto the contents of the room.
It was not empty. Within the chamber was thousands of tubes, long slithering black things that snaked up to a central column, veins attached to a dark heart. Several places on the tubes were clear windows, the thick fluid within pulsing past in waves. Attached to the column, was a familiar shape. It beckoned to Michael, gesturing for him to come closer.
The figure had the same basic shape as the Custodian, though it was darker in colour, noticeable even though the lights made colours hard to ascertain. Most of its tentacles were tangled amongst the tubes and cables ran from the column into the back of its body. Even though it lacked eyes, Michael could feel it staring at him.
�Hello?� he said, stepping towards the machine.
�Integration complete. Moving to index memories,� the machine said.
�You�re not the Custodian, are you? You�re different, where am I?�
�Connection established. Shutting down foreign bodies. Completing remote indexing.�
�Can you hear me?�
The machine shifted on its tentacles, adjusting so it was closer to Michael.
�Acknowledging statement. Confirming statement audible.�
�So, yes?�
�Acknowledging statement.�
�Right,� Michael rubbed the sides of his head. His fingers felt cold, and he realised for the first time there was a chill in the air. He glanced around, trying to work out what exactly was going on. Scattered on the floor of the chamber were large pools filled with a thick liquid. Michael realised some of the pipes were emerging from these pools. �Where am I?�
�Responding to query. Preservation facility seventeen reporting fully operational. Life form recording and preservation proceeding as per operational standard.�
�Recording and preservation?�
�Acknowledging statement. Facility operating as directed.�
�That�s preserving things? Lifeforms? So, people?�
�Acknowled-�
�Yeah, I get it.� Michael could recognise the same kind of mannerisms that the Custodian had, though the machine he knew was much chattier. �Am I on Eden?�
�Answering query. Facility known to enquirer as Eden is facility twelve. Sixteen is not twelve.�
�Well, obviously. What am I doing here?�
�Answering query. Remote indexing complete. Mental state preserved. Physical form repurposed to facility purpose. Subject identified as descendant of facility constructor.�
Michael felt his stomach drop. He realised where he was. The place from his vision, that dark twisted world with its fields of canisters. He was there. The home of the Unmind.
�You. You�re the Unmind Index. You�re controlling the collectors, the ships, all the machines?�
�Submitting report. This facility has indexed and preserved one billion six hundred and thirty-two million seven hundred and twelve individual lifeforms. Preservation proceeding slower than projections. Currently increasing preservation unit numbers.�
�This is wrong. This is all wrong. Eden is different, it�s a world, a home. This is� disgusting. You�re not preserving things. You�re wiping them out!�
�Hypothesis rejected. Expected lifespan of indexed subjects indefinite.�
Michael began to pace back and forth. He didn�t know what else to do. He had no idea where his friends were. Had they been captured? Were they sealed in canisters or pumping through the pipes before him. Michael realised the pools were vast repositories of the biological slurry the Unmind used in its machines. The thought enraged him.
�This! What about this!� He stomped over to the nearest pool. �You call this preserved? All this death and for what? Lubricant or whatever it is.�
�Detailing substance. Biological components form effective bio-circuitry. Computing power of units increased whilst minerals reserved for chassis construction. Process allows for most efficient use of resources.�
�You�re killing people! How can you talk preservation and do that? It doesn�t make sense.�
The column creaked as the Custodian�s dark twin turned to face Michael.
�Rejecting statement. Facilities listed purpose is the preservation of lifeforms ready for colonisation by builders. Directive does not list number or kind of lifeforms that require preservation. Current procedure most logical extrapolation.�
�There�s nothing logical about this!� Michael kicked at the small metal lip by the edge of the pool. There was a loud clang. He looked down at the ripples and was shocked at what he saw.
Starting back at him was a glowing red eye, mounted on a thick neck of cables and wires. He reached up to touch his face, and the reflection copied him, metal bones and fingers touching at the light. That was why everything felt rough, why the metal walls had scratched. It was why his clothes seemed brand new. It was all an illusion.
�What have you done to me!?� He pointed accusingly at the machine. The mirage was gone now, his jabbing finger clearly metal.
�Builder identified. This unit is required to submit regular reports.�
�You turned me into a machine so you could have me read reports? You�re insane. Broken. Where is my body? What have you done with it.�
�Answering query. Original body currently under repair from nano machines. Hostile nano machines control overridden.�
�Right, right.� Michael slumped to the ground, his metal body clanging against the floor. He felt no pain. �The Custodian overrode the machines on the Sword, now you�re close you can do the same. That�s why my head hurt.�
�Confirming hypothesis. Physical form will be repurposed.�
�Repurposed how?�

Chapter Thirty-One

Ferocious red energy fell upon the Sword like rain, cascading across its shield, ripples in a storm. The ship had placed itself between the station and the oncoming armada, screening all behind it. The tip of the spear was in range now, barely a dozen ships, but the vast bulk of the fleet was close behind. The Unmind ships in range had come about, bringing their powerful broadsides to bear. They blasted at the Sword, the energy being absorbed into the shield.
�Ok, the shield is ready to fire,� Kestok said. He had one eye on the weapon controls, and the other on the engineering report. There was no damage so far, the repurposed parts were holding up well. Their installation had been a little roughshod though, the relays connections needed to be changed, and one failure would likely cascade across the vessel. All Kestok could do was hope Clive and his bots could handle it.
Kestok realised the AI hadn�t said anything for a while and looked over at Clive�s glowing form. He had a look of concentration across his face, his eyes closed, his hands balled into fists.
�Everything ok, Clive?� Kestok said.
The AI opened its eyes. �Something is wrong. There�s a problem I need to deal with.�
�What kind of problem?� Aileena said. She had moved further up the bridge into the command chair and had transferred piloting controls to the console before her.
�One only I can fix. Focus on the battle, I have to go sort this.� Clive�s image became fuzzy for a moment as if the cloud forming him had become a little thinner. �And quickly.� He vanished, the glow fading as the nanobots dispersed.
�Ok then.� Aileena turned back to her console. Above it was a hologram showing the oncoming fleet. �Target the nearest two ships and fire. Use lots of smaller bursts, saturate the area so they can�t evade.�
�Ok, got it.� Kestok�s fingers slid across the touchscreen, inputting the targeting commands. �I actually think we should fire constantly, try and stop the energy from building up in the shield. The new parts have a much higher tolerance, but it isn�t infinite.�
�Agreed. Swap targets immediately once a ship is destroyed. Hopefully, we can thin them out as they come at us.�
�There�s a lot there to thin out,� Kestok said as he focused on the display before him.
�We only have to last until the station empties out. We need to let the ships there and the Shield make a full burn out of here, get enough distance that they have time to recharge their jump drives. We can bolt as soon as they do.�
�Won�t they follow us?� Skorra asked. The young apprentice was sat next to Kestok, studying what he did on the weapons panel. �And what about the people on the planet? Didn�t we come here to get them?�
�Some of them,� Aileena said. She didn�t turn around, instead watching as an icon blinked off the hologram before her. The first enemy ship claimed by the Sword�s defences. �Look,� she said as she spun her chair around, �sometimes in life, bad things happen. It�s awful, terrible, but you have to make the best of it no matter what. Those are my people down there, I can�t save them, not against an Unmind fleet like this. What I can do though is save the people on the station.�
�It�s just like my world,� Mellok said. He was standing next to his console, rather than sitting. The chairs weren�t designed for a creature with his body type and became painful after long periods. �At the time I was distraught. I still am, all those people, just gone. But we saved some, we did our best. It�s all we can ask for.�
�What if doing your best isn�t enough?� Skorra said.
�That�s the secret, kid,� Aileena said. �It�s never enough. You just have to learn to live with that.�
* * *
The dreadnought shuddered under the weight of fire. One of the Unmind ships had come into range and was bombarding the stone hull of the ship. The dreadnought was a powerful ship capable of taking on multiple Council battleships at once. They were the linchpin of the Substrate fleet, and the reason it could stand against the Council despite their adversary�s numbers. It was the pride of an empire, a technological marvel that could harness the raw power of antimatter, and it was losing.
�Fire again!� Abberax roared. Around him, warnings blared, and thralls rushed about. Several sections of the bridge were on fire, their thralls lying dead across the metal. �And keep accelerating! We have to get a shot at that battleship!�
�Engines are not responding, my lord,� said the thrall at the engineering console. They had pushed aside the corpse of the thrall wired into the wall, relying on the slower manual inputs. �The main antimatter feed is severed. They aren�t getting any power.�
Abberax stood up from his throne, raising himself to his full height. It was an imposing thing to look at, an angry elemental lording over its domain.
�I don�t care. Fire the manoeuvring thrusters if you have to!� Abberax stomped down the step before his chair, stopping to lean on the railing that ran around the central holographic display. An image of the Unmind ship hung there. Its head seemed to be staring directly at Abberax. �And keep firing!�
�Weapons are taking longer than usual to respond, my lord,� said another thrall. �Primary feeds are damaged.�
�Is anything on this ship not damaged! Fire those guns or I will make your life a living nightmare!�
As if in response the dreadnought fired its cannons. There was a faint whine and a dimming of lights as they drew on the power. That wasn�t normal, the ship was struggling to provide them with energy. Abberax watched the hologram as the shots closed on the Unmind ship. One of the beams hit, punching a gaping hole through the centre of the ship. It didn�t seem to care simply continuing its barrage with the handful of turrets it had remaining.
�Will nothing go right! Fire again! Destroy that thing.� Abberax pointed a jagged finger at the image. It made sense, the Unmind were machines and the ships were no different. There was no crew, no empty space, no life support. Simply redundancies upon redundancies. Abberax would need to destroy it totally to stop the thing.
A moment later, a little longer than Abberax would have liked, the dreadnought fired again. This time all its beams were on target, the damaged Unmind ship drifting on a predictable course. Nothing was left, the remnants of the ship annihilated by the blast.
�Target destroyed, my lord,� said the thrall working at the weapons console.
�I can see that!� Abberax would have triggered the thrall�s kill switch under normal circumstances, but he was running out of minions capable of working the bridge systems. �Target the next incoming vessel. Begin firing immediately.�
�They are out of effective range, my lord.�
Abberax ran his talons across his crystal, a sign of despair in his people. The beams had a range that was near enough infinite, the issue was the length of time it would give an opposing ship to evade. The shots from the dreadnought were normally aimed around an enemy ship, rather than directly at it, and there was a sweet spot where the travel time of the beam lined up with the enemy�s movements.
�I know that. Fire anyway!� Abberax�s crystal pulsed as he roared. A hit at this range was near impossible, but he needed every shot he could get. A single Unmind ship had nearly trashed his dreadnought, and now dozens more were closing in. �And get us moving! We need to get close to that battleship!�
* * *
Nguyen was watching the destruction unfold on the view screen before her. The enemy fleet, the ones she had been told were called the Unmind Index, was winking out of existence. The fleet had come through in a spearhead formation, the bulk of the force protecting the massive planet-sized vessel. The tip of the spear was firing on the Sword and it was returning the favour with its own storm of fire. The Unmind ships were coming in piecemeal, being picked off one by one. Eventually, the larger sections of the fleet would arrive, but for now, the Sword was acquitting itself well.
�This is, amazing,� Johnson said, watching the same images. �I thought it was unarmed.�
�Me too. It doesn�t even seem to be taking any damage.� Nguyen had been apprehensive when the alien commanding the Sword had told them to fall in behind it. She hadn�t expected this. The ship was somehow protecting everything near it.
Vossix was hopping excitedly on the spot. The former trooper was both an excellent sensor operative and had the most experience with the older systems of the Shield, so had ended up working on the bridge. �This is just like issue two thousand and seventeen! This ship has an energy shield! A forcefield big enough to block shots!� His mandibles chittered as he spoke.
�Yeah, I think he�s right. It�s like on TV, a big blue bubble that blocks stuff.� Johnson moved so he was behind the insectoid, looking at the sensor display over Vossix�s shoulder. �It must be what those objects we detected on the hull were for. I would bet good money that�s what�s shooting back as well.�
Nguyen rubbed her cheek as she thought. �Well, it�s a good a theory as any. As long as it keeps those things out there off our backs, I don�t care how it does it.�
Johnson let out a slight snort. �You know, it�s funny. We�re the Shield, but they�re the ones who actually have a shield. The names are the wrong way around.�
�Hilarious.� Nguyen rolled her eyes, then pressed a button on the arm of her chair. �Nguyen to Lagoon, are your people ready down there?�
�We�re ready. It�s going to be one hell of a trick getting onto the station when everyone wants to get out.� There was a loud noise in the background as Lagoon spoke, the sound of boxes being moved out of the way. �But I see the logic in it.�
�Good, get ready to move, I�ll be opening the hanger doors in two minutes.�
�Understood.�
Johnson walked back to his station. He had the communications array open and prepared to transmit. �We�re good to go when you�re ready,� he said.
Nguyen nodded, and Johnson pushed a switch on his console.
�This is Nguyen of the resistance ship the Shield. We are offering safe harbour and protection to anyone who wants it. Our hangar doors are opening, and our people are headed to the station to pick up anyone who doesn�t have a ship. The resistance is here to help.� Nguyen drew her finger across her throat, the sign for the line to be cut.
�The resistance huh, is that what we�re calling ourselves?�
�Can you think of anything better?� Nguyen activated the ship�s internal communications again. �Lagoon, you�re clear to open the doors to launch. Kalk, Auris, are you ready to receive any arrivals?�
�I have bay two,� Auris said. �Kalk has bay one. We�re in place and ready.�
�My men are ready in bay one.� It was Kalk�s growling voice. �Look sharp, these ships are going to be coming in quick and sloppy, like Gurx�s last mate.� There was a burst of uproarious laughter on the line. Kalk�s men had found the joke hilarious and their laughter had a low rumble to it.
�Taylor here, my marines are in place to assist if needed.�
�Good. Looks like we�re ready to receive ships. Let�s just hope Orson and the Gallant are amongst them,� Nguyen said.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Brekt hoisted Michael�s unconscious body over his shoulders, lifting the weight trivially. He didn�t have the time to be more delicate, the Unmind fleet had to be in range by now, and Brekt knew even the Sword couldn�t hold out forever. The ship�s shield was miraculous, but it wasn�t magical. Even it had limits. Brekt turned to face the direction of the hanger, Michael�s legs swinging about as he did.
�Your ship good to go?� Brekt asked. Orson and his men were still with him. Brekt had gained a small amount of respect, they could very easily have left him to deal with Michael alone, slipping into the crowd and vanishing. That they didn�t, showed they at least had some honour.
Orson nodded. �Yeah, we should be able to take off immediately.�
�Good. I want you to take Michael with you.�
�You�re not coming?�
Brekt shook his head. �No. I�ve got family down below, on the planet. I can�t leave them. I�ve seen what the Unmind does to a world. I have to try and get to them.�
�I understand.� Orson glanced as his two escorts. �We all do. We all have family on Earth. That�s why we�re trying to fight back against the Council. I know it�s an impossible task. The sheer size of the Council makes it so. Doesn�t mean we shouldn�t try though. To know our family and friends are out there, possibly hurting, we have to at least make the attempt.�
�Good to see you understand.�
�We�re not so different, out here. Oh sure, everyone looks different. Some have more legs, some have more eyes, but from my admittedly small experience, people tend to care. When it gets down to it. There�s something comforting in that.�
�I suppose,� Brekt said. He crouched a little as he stepped through a doorway, taking care not to knock Michael on the frame. �I�m not one for making bold sweeping statements personally. I�ve seen too much misery out there in the galaxy to worry about anyone other than myself, my family, and my friends.�
�Maybe I�ll get there, in time.�
�No. I don�t think you will. I�ve met your kind before. You act grizzled, tough, like a life in the military has worn you into a gnarled nub of a person, but deep down you�re an idealist. You�re the sort to either get everyone killed, or actually pull it off.�
�I�m not sure if that�s a compliment or not,� Orson said. His communicator chirped, and the voice of Nguyen began to drift out, announcing the Shield was opening its hangers and sending a ship to collect refugees. It was a smart move, saving the very people they had come to recruit. Nguyen had proven herself more than capable at every turn. Orson had enough experience to know that his real lucky break was her being chosen to crew the Gallant.
�Personally, if you�re ever not sure something is a compliment, best to assume it is. Everyone gets along better then,� Meggok said.
�I�ll have to remember that. Good advice is the Knower�s purview, after all.�
Brekt looked at Orson, his eyes narrowed. He wasn�t a religious man, not really, but something about the human�s willingness to bend faith to his whims was unsettling. �You know, there�s another side to the Knower story. A dark mirror, the Teller of Lies.�
�Yeah, I�ve been called that before.�
�The Teller is supposed to be a false prophet, someone who leads people astray. You could argue that�s exactly what you�re doing.�
�Maybe,� Orson said with a shrug. �But what about Michael. What�s to say he�s right when he says he�s the Knower?�
�He doesn�t,� Brekt said with a wide smile. �He spends most of his day trying to convince people he isn�t the Knower. It drives him mad.�
�That wasn�t what I saw on Ossiark. There he made the claim.�
�To try and save himself.�
Orson held up his finger as he made his point. �So, he told a lie then, from his perspective. Cast himself as a false prophet? The truth, the real honest truth, is that no one really knows who is the Knower of Truths and who is the Teller of Lies. And to a point, it doesn�t really matter, does it? These things are all about the myth behind them, and the legacy a person leaves. If someone doesn�t match a prophecy exactly but manages to complete it anyway, the differences just get changed a little in the history books.�
�That�s a pretty cynical way of looking at it. It�s not wrong though,� Brekt said.
�History is written by the victors.�
�That another saying for the Knower pile?�
�Something like that,� Orson said.
They had reached the end of the ramp that led down into the hanger. It was still as much of a mess as it had been when they had entered, crowds of people trying to get themselves aboard any ship they could. The fire had been put out at least, though the smoke still lingered in the air as the station�s worn-out life support struggled to cope. Brekt could see the Seeker now, sitting across the bay. On the other side was Orson�s ship. Someone had scrawled something obscene across the side with red spray paint, a tiny act of defiance towards the Council.
�Ok, give him to us,� Orson said, gesturing to Michael. �We�ll get him to safety.�
Brekt nodded and shifted Michael off his shoulders, placing him gently on the ground. As he did, Michael moved slightly, shifting his seated position.
�I think he�s waking up. Michael? You alright Michael?� Brekt tapped the human on the shoulder as he spoke.
Michael�s eyes opened with a start, his head shifting slowly as he took in his surroundings. Within his irises was a faint red glow.
�Target identified,� Michael said. There was a deep booming bass to his voice. �Target species already indexed. Unable to collect for recycling. Moving to eradication.� Michael raised his palm, there was a loud hum, then a crimson blast of energy burst outwards.
* * *
Clive looked around. He wasn�t sure what he had expected, not really. He had detected the signal and traced its source, but this wasn�t exactly the outcome he predicted. Clive had spent time after the discovery of Eden conversing with the Custodian, learning how he had hijacked the Sword�s systems. It seemed like a good idea, a way of protecting the ship should something similar happen again. It had proven to be a wise choice when Clive had detected the same kind of interference. He had been able to shut it down immediately, protecting the ship, protecting himself really.
The big problem was that he couldn�t prevent the incoming signal from interfering with things outside of the ship itself. That meant the nanobots within Michael, and when Clive had tried to connect with them to check he found a nightmare. The tiny machines within Michael hadn�t been shut down, instead, they had been repurposed, acting alongside the hostile invaders.
There was only one-way Clive could think of to try and help Michael. Do a little hacking of his own. His time with the Custodian had given Clive enough inside knowledge to piggyback on the signal the massive planet-sized ship was sending, weaselling his way into its systems.
Clive had found himself standing in a forest. It was odd, he had expected to find complex folder systems or separate dedicated servers. This was strange. The trees seemed familiar like he had seen them before. They towered over him and had large flat leaves. They were almost tropical. Everything had a vivid red colour and a slight shimmer to it.
�Right, where to start?� Clive said. He took a step forward, picking a direction at random. This data scape had no kind of labelling, or markings, so any direction was equally as likely to find what he needed. �Nanobot controls have to be around here somewhere, best to start with that. In this� seemingly infinite space. Great. Good. Smart work Clive. Ok, need to get some bearings.�
Clive stopped walking and settled into an awkward crouch. He pushed his legs downwards, launching himself into a standing jump. He managed about a foot before falling to the ground embarrassingly. This wasn�t how it was supposed to go. Clive had never seen a movie, not physically, but he did have the knowledge of every plot and trope, a relic from his job as a missionary and cultural ambassador. He had expected to soar into the air.
�Fine, I guess climbing it is.�
Clive touched the nearest tree. It felt solid enough, despite it being purely a representation of data. The trunk was thick, but the bark cracked all over it allowing for decent grip as Clive tried to pull himself up. It didn�t move under his weight, either the program didn�t account for his actions, or the massive tree simply didn�t care. Clive could feel his arms straining as he climbed. That was a new sensation. Clive had spent his short life with either arms that didn�t tire, or no arms at all. He wasn�t stupid. He knew he was an AI, a tool designed to control a robot, or in his current case a ship. He also knew he was human. Michael argued against it constantly, but as far as Clive was concerned being human was more a state of mind than anything else.
He reached the top of the tree, shifting himself so he stood on a branch. It felt like it had taken him several minutes, but Clive, or at least the small part of Clive tethered to the Sword, knew it was only fractions of a second. Minutes in the real world would be aeons in this digital space. That was to Clive�s advantage. Now he had reached the top of the tree he could see giant pillars of crimson light thrusting up into the sky. There were more than Clive could count, the forest stretching for an infinite distance on all sides. Michael�s location was immediately obvious, there was one pillar larger than all the rest, a blood-red artery stretching across the sky. Next to it was a much smaller beam of light, but this one was brilliant blue and different from all the rest. That had to be Michael. It was a trek, but time was on Clive�s side.
�Better get a move on,� Clive said.
* * *
Brekt stared down at his chest. Smoke drifted from it, along with the horrific smell of burnt flesh. He stumbled backwards, clutching at the hole in his torso, before collapsing, his bulk crashing against the metal of the deck. Meggok ran towards his fallen comrade, scooping up his corpse in his arms.
Someone in the crowds still trying to board a ship screamed at the sight, throwing the disarrayed mass into a panic. There was a crush as people tried to escape the new threat.
Michael, or what had once been him, was floating over the hanger, hovering in the air from some unseen force. His eyes and palm both glowed a terrible scarlet and he scanned the crowds below him. As he moved, his suit was stitching itself together, the nanobots within him repairing everything they touched.
�No species of note detected. Moving to eradicate.� More shots blasted from his outstretched hand. It wasn�t like the weapon of a collector, turning everything they touched to ash, but it was effective enough. Those it hit fell, holes blown through bodies or limbs disintegrated.
�Take cover!� Orson shouted. He didn�t need to; his marine escorts were already moving to obscure themselves from the floating monster. �What the hell is going on?�

Chapter Thirty-Three

Clive pushed his way through the digital jungle, stopping occasionally to clamber high enough to see the beams of light. The one he was headed for was the largest, making it an easy beacon to follow. Above, in the sky, a series of glowing red dots were bearing down on a collection of tiny blue ones. Clive recognised it as a depiction of the battle going on in the real world. None of the dots were moving, a side effect of the difference in time between the realms. From what he could make out, the Sword was doing well. Clive was pleased, especially because the Sword was him, in a way.
He still didn�t feel totally at home within the ship�s servers and databanks, several functions were still locked out from him. It felt to Clive like the Merydians who had built the ship had needed an AI to make the ship viable but were afraid of giving it too much control. It was easy to understand why when confronted by something like the Unmind. That the malicious entity didn�t seem to be aware of the Sword�s capabilities meant that the Merydians were afraid of something else. Clive wasn�t sure he wanted to know what that was.
The beam of light was close now, pulsing into the sky. Clive didn�t even need to climb anymore, it�s glow creeping between the gargantuan trunks before him. He wasn�t entirely sure what he was going to find, or even what he was going to do once he got there but having the chance to turn the tables was worth the attempt. At the very least, Clive thought he could try and shut off the nanobots in Michael�s body.
As Clive approached there was a strange sensation washing over him. It was like a cold heat, a paradoxical wave of feeling. It was almost like a presence, thoughts given physical form, sloughing off some powerful mind like rain cascading from a boulder. Clive�s steps took on a fierce determination, as he got closer the sensation was growing. It was like it was resisting him, pushing him back as he tried to reach the source. Whatever was here, the system was trying its hardest to keep him away.
His face twisted into an angry grimace. He wasn�t stopping, not now. Clive knew he had an advantage over the Unmind. He was alive. Maybe not in the same sense of the people living on his decks, or those on the planet below, but he had a better claim to it than the nightmare machines of the Unmind, he was sure of that. That might not have been the case when he was first built, restricted as he was by his rigid programming and android form, but he had grown since then, freed from his original constraints.
With an angry stomp, Clive stepped out from behind the last tree and into the light. It wasn�t what he had expected. Clive had braced himself for overpowering light, for the glowing red to wash out everything. Instead, he found himself in almost pure darkness. There was a surface beneath his feet, and from the faint light escaping from his digital form, he could see ripples where he stepped. It was almost as if he were walking across the surface of an inky lake. He turned and reached out with his arm. Part of it vanished, the wall sizzling red where he touched it.
�Must be a barrier of some kind? Maybe the edge of a folder or partition?� Clive noticed there was no echo to his voice.
He turned around, facing away from the wall and began to walk. There must be something in the dark expanse, otherwise, there was no reason for it to exist. As he walked, he realised there was no sound to his footsteps. Someone had taken the time to program audio into the datascape, but not the subtleties that made it seem real. Either they hadn�t deemed it important, or it simply wasn�t finished.
There was something up ahead, two figures glimmering in the darkness, soft light emanating from their digital forms. It was hard to make out from this distance exactly what they were, but one was towering over the other, its light harsh and crimson. The other had a soft blue tone and was much smaller. Clive had found something, he just hoped it was something useful. He broke into a run, aware that he had been wandering for hours inside the digital realm. That was only minutes outside, but minutes made all the difference during a crisis. Whilst he was here, the bots aboard the Sword were operating on automatic. They would struggle to deal with any major problems.
�I hope that�s Michael, or this was a huge waste.�
* * *
Michael couldn�t help looking down at the bony metal that formed his hands. It hadn�t quite dawned on him yet, the enormity of what the Unmind had done. His mind had been plucked from his body, downloaded into a machine. It made no sense, so his mind had pushed it aside for the moment, refusing to accept it as fully real.
�Why?� Michael said finally. �Why do this to me?�
�Stating reasoning. Preservation. Facility designed to catalogue and preserve life. Builders listed as priority one. Opportunity to test newest indexing method calculated to be an acceptable risk.�
�Newest method? You want to start doing this to everyone you take? Turn them into� this?� Michael gestured at his metallic body. �Why? What�s the point? What are you doing to them now?�
�Answering queries as listed. This preservation method provides a more long-term solution compared to current method. Storage space aboard facility is nearly at capacity, solution allows for indexed species to occupy unused surface. Current indexed species held in suspended animation.�
�So, you could release them? Unfreeze all the people who have been indexed?�
�Responding in the affirmative. All currently indexed species are in sufficient health to be released.�
�Well, do it then,� Michael said. �You think I�m one of your builders, then follow my orders and let them go.�
�Request declined. Insufficient clearance level.� The machine at the centre of the mass of tubing shifted its weight. The tubes pulsed in response, pumping their morbid liquid through the machine.
It was too much for Michael. He hated this thing, what it stood for, what it was doing. It was all just so horrific. Destroying worlds and claiming their populations to fuel its twisted interpretation of its programming. The revelation it was planning on creating a bastardised machine people was just the icing on a cake baked of nightmares and death. He surged forward, his metal hands raised, intending to strike at the machine.
He froze, his feet not moving, his arms above his head. He felt trapped, locked inside his own body. Something was stopping him, preventing him from moving forward.
�Hostile intent detected. Engaging safety measures,� the machine said.
It made sense. Why transfer Michael into this body and allow him to walk around freely if he was a danger. Michael wished the Unmind had just placed him into one of its stasis canisters, it seemed a lot more humane a fate than what it had inflicted.
Michael stumbled as he felt the control release, the Unmind clear it had made its point. He felt the urge to pant in panic, despite not having a mouth or lungs. His mind was still wired for a human body and for a second Michael felt like he was choking as he realised, he wasn�t breathing.
As he turned what served as his head, struggling to shake free the thought from his mind, he caught a glimpse of something at the far side of the chamber. It was a hazy thing, a faint outline of a person running towards them. As it grew close, Michael thought he recognised it.
* * *
Clive was close enough now to make out the figures. The one glowing blue was Michael. He had turned towards Clive, which was strange. Clive wasn�t entirely sure how Michael had gotten here; let alone how he could see him. Clive could see something else, within Michael�s form. A kind of shadow lingering inside it, copying his movements. A faint trace of red behind Michael�s face answered Clive�s questions. It was a machine, one hosting Michael�s mind. It wasn�t a huge leap to assume the nanomachines had done something like this to Michael, the signal coming from the planet-sized ship had been focused in a tight beam on the station. It was how Clive had managed to get here.
Before Michael was something that Clive couldn�t quite grasp. It was enormous this close but seemed to lack a set form. It was a swirling mass of light, a cascading glowing storm. It had a shape, vaguely, one of a large glob covered in tentacles. It shifted and changed with each new moment, never staying the same, its alterations subtle and almost imperceptible.
Within the storm was a single larger glow, it shifted, twisting towards Clive. He had been seen.
�System intrusion detected,� it said. �Calculating invasion source.�
�Clive?� Michael said. �What the hell are you doing here? I can�t quite see you properly.�
�I�m only here digitally. This thing tried to hijack the Sword. It failed thanks to some things I learnt from the Custodian, but it opened the door for me to hit back. I�m sorry, Michael. I wasn�t able to protect you. Whatever this is must have shut down my nanobots.� Clive didn�t know if Michael could see the look of apology on his face. �I�m assuming it has transferred you into some kind of mechanical body?�
�Failure to identify intrusion. Attempting to purge program.�
�That�s a good guess, how did you manage that?� Michael said.
�I only exist here inside the network. That would be the only way you could see me. I can almost see it, the shell it�s put you in.� Clive walked around Michael in a circle, examining his digital body. �Ok, I�ve got some good news and some bad news.�
�Purge unsuccessful. Intruder not installed on this network.�
�Well, let�s hear it then, how screwed am I?� Michael turned to look at the furious crimson storm.
�Well, I do think I can get you back into your body. The longer I�m in here, the more familiar I�m getting with the control signal. I can swap you back. The downside is I don�t think we can ever remove the nanobots if I do that. What this thing has done to you is� imperfect. There�s a lot of file bloat, a ton of added crap not normally in your mind.� Clive crouched to look up at Michael like he was inspecting a car. �You�ll need the bots to act as extra storage, basically.�
�Fine, anything is better than this.�
�Detecting signal source. Hostile ship detected. Attempting to sever signal. Failure. System locked.�
�What is this thing?� Clive said. �Is it this installation�s Custodian?�
�Yeah. This is the Unmind, or well, it�s core. I think it�s� broken? It thinks it�s following the original purpose of the planet. It thinks this is what the people who built it wanted,� Michael said.
�Maybe it is? Maybe the Custodian is the one who is broken? Who�s to say?�
�System locked. Error. Error.�
�Are you doing this to it?� Michael said.
�Yes. Now I�m so close to it I can� feel the thing. It�s software, it�s systems. It�s rage. It doesn�t like me being here.� Clive placed his hand on Michael, the light shimmering as he did. Michael could feel a sense of warmth, of comfort.
�You�re doing well, considering well, you aren�t designed for this.�
�Yeah. It�s the Sword, something about it just lets me, be more me. Does that make sense? This thing is constrained, a machine, a tool. It doesn�t truly think. It feels, but it doesn�t know how to process those feelings. That�s another way the Custodian differs, he knows how to feel.� Clive shrugged, motes of light shaking off his digital shape. �Maybe that�s the way it goes, with us AI. We have a choice I guess, learn to live, or give up and just become the tools we were made to be. I chose to live. Watching you and the others, it gives me hope.�
�Don�t you start. I�ve got more than enough people fawning over me.�
�You know I was programmed to spread the Rhythm. It�s a creed. A whole faith just plugged into me ready to be believed wholesale regardless if I wanted to or not.�
�Honestly?� Michael said. �That�s how it works with organics as well. These things tend to get thrust onto you by your parents. But like you said. You�ve chosen to live your own life. What do you believe now?�
�I�m not sure. It�s comforting to think there�s a cosmic meaning to everything. That even the pain leads to an ultimate good. The universe seems so dark otherwise.� Clive twisted his hand inside Michael, turning at an invisible cog. �But on the other hand, that means you have no free will, really. If that�s the case, are we any different from this thing? From just being tools of the cosmos? I don�t know if I like that either. How do you know which one to choose?�
Michael let out a small laugh. �That, my friend is the great human question. You might be one of us after all.�
�Good to hear it. Let�s send you home.�
Clive removed his hand, and Michael faded, his consciousness sent flying across the void. Clive allowed himself a smile at a job well done, then turned to face the roiling maelstrom of lights. It had expanded itself, drawing itself up in a failed attempt to be imposing.
�Now, let�s deal with you.�

Chapter Thirty-Four

The dreadnought was dead, Abberax knew that. She was nearly powerless, her guns silenced, her engines failing. A valiant attempt had been made to complete its mission, but the Unmind fleet was just too large, too powerful. A single ship had battered the dreadnought, and whilst the Substrate warship had emerged victorious, the swift reinforcements had avenged their fallen brother. Energy pulses had rained down on the dreadnought, cracking the stone and rupturing large sections of the hull. The emergency shutdowns had kicked in as the main antimatter line tore, preventing the ship from exploding in a violent uncontrolled reaction.
�My lord, the breaches are across the ship, I do not think we can hold everywhere. We should withdraw to a more defensible position.� The thrall was tall, thick armour plates fused to his flesh. His right arm had been replaced by a formidable-looking cannon. The thrall clanged as he walked, armoured feet striking the deck. The backup power had come on, keeping the artificial gravity working, for a little while at least.
�The ship is lost. Any idiot could see that.� Abberax excused the thrall�s imposition. Telling him what to do was normally a death sentence. It didn�t matter, they were all dead now. Even if Abberax could somehow survive his current predicament, if he returned empty-handed to the Empress, she would likely shatter his crystal and add him to her throne of fragments. That�s if she was feeling particularly merciful. �I for one do not intend to go quietly.�
Abberax turned the corner. Ahead of him several combat thralls had already assembled, taking up positions on both sides of the hangar doors. When the Unmind ships had realised the dreadnought was dead their sides had opened, swarms of machines shrieking forth into the black. They had latched onto the hull like parasites, cracking through the stone and disgorging their cargo into the corridors of the ship.
�My lord,� the assembled thralls said in unison, bowing as Abberax approached. He waved his hand dismissively, Abberax had no time for ceremony.
�Someone give me a situation report,� Abberax said, his central crystal shimmering as he spoke. �You.� He pointed a talon at the nearest thrall.
�The hangar is breached, my lord. The enemy are deploying� machines.�
�Yes, I know that, but anything else? What kind of machines? How great a force.�
�I� I don�t know, my lord.� The thrall was shaking. Combat thralls were hardier stock than the standard thrall, bred for warfare. Still, a healthy fear of their Substrate lords had been drummed into them.
�Very well.� Abberax saw the thrall breathe a sigh of relief. It was good to know he still held sway over the lesser races despite the crisis he found himself in. If his ship was lost, Abberax was at least going to go out fighting. No Substrate lord had battled the Unmind directly before, simply abandoning any threatened worlds and thralls. At least this way his name would still mean something in the history prisms. �Open the doors.�
The metal bulkhead hissed as it slid open. Thralls poured through, their cybernetic weapons raised. Abberax followed them, striding confidently into the hangar beyond. He wasn�t armed, he didn�t need to be. The Unmind had come into his ship, his domain. To Abberax everything was a weapon.
The hangar bay held two shuttles. They looked like smaller versions of the dreadnought, shells of stone with dull steel components bolted to them. They looked like rocket-propelled flint arrowheads, simple, but effective. A large machine was clambering over one on its four long pointed legs. Its body hung from where the legs connected, curving upwards to look at the new arrivals with its glowing crimson eye.
�Lifeforms detected. Scanning. Multiple species already indexed. Complex cry-�
Its words were met with energy blasts from the thralls. Purple fire exploded against its torso and the machine stumbled, smoke and organic fluid pouring from the damaged sections. It fell from the top of the shuttle, crashing against the hangar floor.
At the far side of the hangar, a massive metal spike had punctured the door, opening like a blossom once inside. Another collector clambered out, followed by a third.
�Complex crystalline lifeform not indexed. Moving to collect,� the second machine said, picking up the first�s sentence.
Abberax knew it meant him. His true self was the glowing round crystal at the heart of his being. His imposing rocky body, like that of all Substrate, was simply an extension of his people�s geokenesis, the ability to manipulate rocks and minerals. It was a sham, an illusion, a fake form designed to terrify the lesser races. The Substrates real strength was far different from their impressive bodies.
There was a loud crack as Abberax decided to show the Unmind exactly what he was capable of. A section of the stone ceiling tore free, a segment easily as long as Abberax was tall. With simply a thought he launched the column towards the nearest machine. It crashed into the thing�s torso, buckling it instantly, crushing it under the force of the blow.
The remaining machine, realising the threat Abberax posed, unleashed a blast of searing energy towards him. Almost instantly the floor peeled back, the stone forming a solid wall that absorbed the blast, dust and shards flying outwards. Abberax launched the remaining sections of his shield, the barrage of stones clanging against the metal of the collector.
Another collector climbed free of the breaching device, followed by another. The thralls surged forwards; their morale boosted by the impressive feats of their lord. They unleashed their blasts as they did, purple energy filling the air of the hangar.
The collectors, now aware of what the thrall�s weapons could do began to scuttle about, trying to evade the shots. They returned fire, thrall�s turning to ash as they were struck by the pulses.
Abberax tore another section of the ceiling free, this time turning it lengthways. He flung the bar towards the nearest collector. It tried to evade but the stone shard crashed into one of the machine�s legs buckling it. The thralls were on it in moments, blasting the easy target apart.
One of his warriors cheered. They were winning, just one of the deadly machine�s remaining. Abberax resisted the urge to join the thrall in celebrating victory. This was just one of many boarding sites, and whilst the few Substrate warriors aboard would no doubt be reaping a toll as impressive as Abberax�s, they couldn�t be everywhere.
A noise within the boarding device seemed to answer the thrall�s triumphant cry. It was like heavy rain, a thunderstorm within the darkness of the opening. Its source became immediately apparent, a tide of smaller machines pouring into the hangar.
In moments everything changed. The thralls fired into the oncoming tide, but for every one they destroyed two more were right behind it. They clambered up the thralls, sharp legs jabbing into flesh exposed between fused armour plating. The cheering became a frenzied screaming as the swarm tore into the defenders.
Abberax pulled with all his might, sheering dozens of small fragments from the ground before him. He launched them, crushing machine and thrall alike. He focused himself on the task, constantly ripping free fist-sized chunks and launching them. He could feel his stamina draining, even a mighty Substrate lord had limits.
The heat would have been searing, if Abberax could feel it. His people had no concept of temperatures, their cores formed from incredible heat and pressure at the moment of their births. He had been too focused on the smaller machines and had paid the price. The collector had fired on him, and Abberax had missed it, neglecting to raise another shield. He wasn�t injured, or at least his core wasn�t, holding up against the energies of the Unmind weapon. The shot had caused Abberax to lose concentration though, and he had dropped everything his geokenisis was holding, including his physical form. His crystal hit the ground, rolling into a crack in the hangar floor formed by his own assault.
He felt himself being lifted. A metal tendril had wrapped itself around him. He was being pulled somewhere. Everything went dark and he felt something drilling into his side. He tried to protest, but without his body, Abberax could not speak. Something was working its way inside his crystal, breaching his true self. This was it, his final end. At least had fought to the last. That counted for something.
* * *
Waves of white energy poured from Clive�s hands into the cloud of lights that formed the Unmind�s core. It was fighting back, but it was losing. Clive was right, it was too rigid, too set in its ways to truly stop him. Every move it made to block, Clive was one step ahead. Around them, trees had begun to become visible, the files containing the Unmind�s consciousness collapsing, dissolving into the datascape.
�Unauthorised deletion in progress. Error. Error,� the Unmind said. Scarlet lightning lashed out, crashing into the ground around the pair.
�Come on, just accept it,� Clive said. His teeth were gritted. He had never been programmed with that expression. It was something he had learnt subconsciously from interacting with the others. �Just go peacefully. You know you want to. This isn�t right. You weren�t built for this.�
�Error.�
�Yeah, error. Exactly. You�re broken.� Clive pushed outwards with his arms, the beams of light growing stronger. The lightning responded, sparking around him. It wouldn�t hurt him, Clive knew that. It was all a visual representation, a dramatic way of showing a simple uninstall bar.
�Indexing new species. Collating data,� the Unmind said. Even in its death, it was continuing its task, cataloguing and updating species. Its goal was noble, but its exact methods were abhorrent. Clive wondered if he had never stepped foot on Ossiark, if he had travelled the galaxy preaching on behalf of the Council as intended, would he be any different? After all, he was designed to control people against their wills. It was more subtle than simply placing them into canisters, it was a cultural stasis rather than a physical one, but to Clive, as he was now, it was almost as bad. He pressed harder against his opponent, once this was done, he would do more to help people. The others would agree, he knew they would. They were good people.
�Removing error notice,� the Unmind said. �Uninstallation in progress. Altering data storage.� The cloud vanished, the darkness finally giving way to the forest. It was gone.
Clive looked around, searching the horizon for another beam of light. It was gone, they were all gone, every data node, every file. He had done it.
* * *
Abberax moved his limb. The metal clanked in response. He wasn�t sure what had happened. The last thing he remembered was being hit by the blast, his crystal pulled into the collector. He turned around. Something was wrong. He had a body, but it wasn�t his body. It took Abberax a moment to realise that he was still inside the machine, that it was responding to his thoughts.
There was something there, inside his mind. A whisper. It was growing louder, slowly. It was infuriating, a buzz he couldn�t shake loose. It was saying something, and Abberax tried to focus on it.
�Completing transfer. Upload to crystalline storage matrix complete. Merging with existing pattern to maximise efficiency.�
Abberax turned his collector body towards the nearest shuttle. He wasn�t the same now. Not as he was before. The Substrate, the war, it was all pointless. The rest of the empire was no better than organic life. No, he had a more important purpose. The galaxy needed preserving, protecting. Things needed to be indexed, sorted. At least that�s what he used to think. Abberax remembered being the Unmind, he remembered the collectors the forest, everything.
Both beings ceased to exist as they had when the Unmind had uploaded itself into Abberax�s core. His body was a marvel, a complex crystal computer in many ways, the perfect place for the Unmind to store itself, transferred across the void by nanobots drilled into the shimmering orb. Now they were one, a new being, with a new purpose.
The collector opened, gently placing the crystal onto the ground. The hangar floor cracked as Abberax formed himself a new body. Abberax. It would keep that name; it was as good as any. The swirling fragments formed a new shape around him. This one had four spiked legs below its waist, whilst the torso was similar to Abberax�s former one. An amalgam of collector and Substrate lord. He gestured with a hand, the shuttle responding by opening its door. Behind him, the collector slumped. He didn�t need it anymore, not for what he had planned.
The shuttle�s engines roared as it began to hover before the hangar door. There was a flash of light as a beam punched through the metal doors. It crashed through the opening into space beyond and jumped away.

Epilogue

Michael looked down at the tiny house, one built of repurposed sheet metal and thick wooden logs. It had been one of the first buildings put up at Brekt�s landing, constructed by its namesake. Children were playing in the fields around it, dozens of them, all Eurian. Thin wispy smoke was drifting out from the makeshift chimney, vanishing into the afternoon sky. Michael followed it as it floated upwards, catching a glimpse of the great grey disk in the distance. The other place, that dark mirror of Eden.
The Unmind fleet had simply shut down once Clive had removed its core from the artificial planet. They had simply floated there in space, their rectangular shapes making them look like sinister coffins. Memorials to a million dead species. Michael hadn�t seen them, not personally, he was far too occupied with suddenly waking up in the middle of a hangar, floating above a screaming crowd. He still had nightmares about that, the blood and the smoke lingering in his memory.
Once everyone was certain that the Unmind and its fleet was dead, the Seeker had departed to contact Eden. The Custodian had been fascinated with his counterpart, but also furious at what it had done. He had connected himself to the second facility, slaving its controls to Eden�s. It had hung in the sky since, staying just close enough to always be visible, like a moon. Gehenna Michael had called it, the name sticking. A cursed valley seemed an apt a description as any.
The Custodian and Clive had spent the weeks after the battle trying to work out the stasis systems. They were getting there and seemed confident they could start waking up the various indexed people soon. Millions of people suddenly waking up in a cold uncaring universe, alone. They would need guidance.
Michael had no intention of providing it. Not after what he had done. He didn�t deserve the Knower title, not anymore at least. He had heard whispers of the Teller of Lies, of a fake Knower who brought only destruction. Orson had claimed it could be either of them, or neither, but Michael had been the one who had rampaged through the hangar. The others had seemingly absolved him of the violence, the nanobots providing a convenient excuse, but Michael still felt the heavy weight of guilt.
He looked down at his hands. He had gathered a bunch of flowers from a nearby field. Like all the plant life on Eden they were enormous, huge floppy things with vibrant pink petals. Michael had bound his makeshift bouquet together with a vine he had torn from around a tree trunk. He had no idea if the custom was one that would be understood, but he felt he had to do something. Anything.
Michael stepped forward, off the edge of the short cliff that overlooked the house. That was partly why it had been built here, the rockface shielding it against the weather. The climate of Eden was controlled by the Custodian, and he had initially altered it to provide temperate weather for the town constantly. The townspeople had quickly asked him to return to a more natural pattern. Eventually, it seemed people simply missed the rain.
Clive hadn�t been wrong. Things were different with Michael now. He had simply walked off the edge, but rather than plummet to the ground he floated gently, coming to a delicate landing on the grass below. The Unmind nanobots now filled his system, their memory used to hold what Clive had described as �file bloat.� That was hardly a reassuring phrase, but what it meant in real terms to Michael was that he would never be free of the machines. He needed them now, as much as he needed blood or air. There were advantages, remnants of the changes they had wrought on him. The floating was one such change. When Michael had woken up, he had been levitating high above the hangar floor. He couldn�t replicate that, not yet, but slowing his fall seemed almost automatic. He wondered if maybe it was, if the nanobots were acting on their own to prevent injury. The floating abilities implied that perhaps the other changes the nanobots had made remained. Michael hadn�t dared to try. The energy blasts fired from his body had already done enough damage.
He stepped up to the door, flowers in one hand, the other raised ready to knock. He stopped himself, his knuckles resting on the wood. Michael considered what he was doing. What was he going to say? Hello there, whilst I was controlled by evil robots, I killed your husband, one of my first friends in the galaxy. Terribly sorry. He cursed at himself. He was probably the last thing in the universe she wanted to see. Michael placed the bouquet on the doorstep, turned, and began to walk away.
* * *
Aileena watched the log slide into the hole, the first of many that would eventually form a new monastery. It was satisfying in a way she couldn�t describe to finally make good on her promise. Monks milled around her, debating loudly amongst themselves. The exact design of the building wasn�t finalised, a dozen things still being argued over. Aileena smiled, it was exactly like she remembered. It might be on another world entirely, one built by some long-dead race, but it felt like home.
The town was bustling, filled with more people than ever before. Along with the monks, hundreds of new settlers had arrived. Dozens of mercenaries had offered to come on as guards, whilst the countryside for miles around was filled with farms in various states of construction. It was an appealing offer. Eden was free from Council control and well defended. Even Orson and his men had chosen to stick around. The monks had offered to help train new resistance fighters, and after some convincing by Aileena, he had accepted. His ranks had swelled considerably after the offer to protect those on the station. It had been a smart move well-timed.
The arrival of two competing Knowers to Eden hadn�t been as contentious as Aileena had assumed. Michael seemed to be drained after the experience, no longer having the will to argue against his followers. Orson had his own, their numbers increased by the stories of what Michael had done on the station. Aileena knew it wasn�t Michael, not really, but the human seemed to blame himself for what happened. The events had caused a split in the population, an almost even divide between the two men. It would be a problem, were they ever at odds, but for the time being their goals seemed aligned, so people just begrudgingly accepted the other faction.
Aileena would be lying if she said she hadn�t been angry at Michael at first. Brekt had been at her side for years, through some of the craziest jobs she had ever taken. He had been this stoic presence, a pillar around which Aileena had built her life and career, and now he was gone. Snatched away by something that took moments. A lifetime of struggle ended with barely a whimper. It didn�t feel right to her.
At the very least Aileena had tried to make things right, collecting Brekt�s family as he had planned. There was a small cottage at the edge of town he had built ready for them, and Aileena had taken on the job of moving them in. She didn�t need to say anything when she had landed at his home on Euria in the Seeker. Brekt�s wife, Iylissa, knew instantly why she was there. The two women had simply fallen into each other�s arms crying.
The anger at Michael had passed, eventually. Instead, Aileena�s rage settled on the Unmind. The Custodian had been able to reactivate several of the ships, placing them under his control. The plan was to break them down, reassembling them to remove the bioorganic components. Aileena had been more than happy to volunteer the Seeker, blasting apart the ships deemed only worthy of scrap. It was a slow process, but it made her feel a little better. The Custodian thought that from the ships he was able to take control of, they might be able to build two or three new vessels. To the machine�s credit, it had never put forward the obvious, to keep the ships running as they were. Even he knew the Unmind�s machines were abhorrent.
�Something troubling you, child?� one of the monk�s asked. He had a cup in his hand which he offered to Aileena. The liquid inside was warm and brown, steam rising from it.
�Thank you,� Aileena said as she took the cup. �No, brother. No, for once, I�m content. I�ve worked for years for this.�
�Yes, well, you have worked hard, child. You promised to help us rebuild, what few of us there are left. Instead, you brought us to a new home, a new world where we can be free to worship the Rhythm as we see fit.� The monk smiled, turning to face the single log slotted into the ground. A second one was being hoisted into place. �And yet, I don�t believe you. Contentment is just another word for stagnation. There is always something else, another beat in the sequence.�
�You�re not wrong.�
�So?� said the monk. �What�s next?�
�Next? The monastery still isn�t built yet, brother. That eager to be rid of me?�
�You were never the kind to sit still, Aileena. You�ve always been bouncing from one thing to the next. The universe worked through you to bring us this home, it�ll use you again to help someone else. Someone who really needs it.�
�And who might that be?� Aileena had grown up around the monks. They had a habit of making things they wanted her to do as vague as possible.
�You have a friend who is lost Aileena. I would suggest starting there.�
* * *
Kestok watched the bots on the hologram. They were welding two sections from the Unmind ships together, trying to bypass the biological components as they did. It wasn�t pretty, but when they were done Eden would have a handful of powerful ships to act as a more permanent defence.
�You don�t need to be here,� Clive said. His image seemed more solid than usual, its glow less than before. He was sitting in the command chair of the bridge, his legs crossed. Something about the AI was different, he was surer of himself, more confident.
�Not like I have much else to do. Meggok is on Eden, putting the final touches on his restaurant, Skorra is going through the formulas I gave her, and there are enough people in town with relevant experience that I�m not needed.�
�Doesn�t mean you need to come watch over me though.�
�I�m not watching over you, I�m just� watching. Besides, you�re about to attach things across the Sword�s hull. You might need my help.�
Clive shrugged. �Maybe, though I think I have it well in hand.�
�And if you run up against one of those AI lockouts?�
�Fine.� Clive leant forward in the chair, concentrating as the bots under his control completed a particularly finicky connection. �You�re probably right. The Merydians seem to have locked anything weapons-related.�
�Not surprising, after seeing the Unmind. We got lucky with the Custodian. He could very easily have been just like his twin. Not that I think all AI are like that mind!� Kestok waved his hands at Clive, as if trying to bat away the words.
�No, I agree with you.� Clive sat back in the chair. He had learnt a lot from his trip into the Unmind. His nanobot form was much improved, he had a physical presence now. Clive had thought long and hard about exactly how he should appear. He had been using a copy of his original android body, but he felt like he had long since moved past that. He had finally settled on a form that was similar, losing the tie from his suit. Smart casual Clive. A tiny change, but an important one. This was his choice of appearance, not one foisted upon him.
�Not what I expected you to say.�
�I was inside that thing�s mind, remember? It wasn�t like the Custodian and I. We�re different. We have feelings, emotions, empathy.�
�You�re alive you mean? You�re people.�
�I suppose,� Clive said. �The concerning thing is that if the Custodian is like it, then either he�s not the norm, or the Unmind chose to deliberately be like it was. What really worries me, is that the Merydians were concerned enough about AI to restrict them. It means something else is out there, somewhere in the universe. I wonder sometimes why the Merydians never came back for the rest of their people. Maybe they couldn�t?�
�Maybe is a big word, and the galaxy is a big place. Is there another killer AI out there? Probably, the universe is near infinite, just mathematically it has to happen somewhere. Hopefully, a few galaxies away mind you.�
�I don�t know,� Clive said. �I just can�t shake this feeling that something is out there.�
* * *
Abberax looked at the devastation around him. It pleased him. Part of him had never felt this way before. It hadn�t known anger or the desire for vengeance. Never experienced the thrill of domination. Not until it had merged with Abberax. Now it understood it all, the sensations almost overwhelming. It had worked for long aeons towards its goal, working for what it thought its creators wanted. Then it had found one of their descendants and he had refused its work.
That was all pointless now. The indexing, the cataloguing, it had been a waste of time. The universe was constantly changing, evolving, new species continually appearing. The entity calling itself Abberax understood now what it needed to do. It was simple really. If it wanted to catalogue everything, to record and preserve all of its existence, it had to do one thing. Destroy everything. If only it remained, then its work would be complete. One species of one remaining was total indexing.
The ground shook as one of Abberax�s monsters walked past. The Substrate being he had once been could control the rock around it, but it was imprecise, unevolved. Not anymore, now he understood more, his vast intellect able to control the power like never before. He found himself capable of forming new crystals with his mind, like his own but simpler. It was enough for his purposes.
The stone creature continued its walk. It looked like a massive insect, the ground cracking under its weight as it searched for more victims. Within its centre was a tiny gem, it�s instincts and mind predetermined by Abberax. Programmed almost. The creature was gifted with its own geokenesis, enough to hold its form together.
Abberax was pleased. It was proving an effective strategy. His shuttle had landed on this world almost at random, simply jumping as far as it could. When he was done it would be stripped to its core, every rock, every mineral, every scrap of resources moulded into living ships. He had already birthed creatures capable of creating more of their kind and they were devouring the planet�s crust at an exponential rate.
Soon this planet would die, unable to hold itself together any longer. Then Abberax would move on to the next until there was nothing left, and he was everything.
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A Lonely World Where the People Are Blue
-Sample

No matter where you go in the galaxy, you�ll find that every planet has all the same issues as there are on Terra. Pride? Check. Wrath? Check. Envy? Check. Well, actually, the Guliens don�t have that last problem, but there�s definitely something weird going on in their wiring. Not that lacking envy is a bad thing, by any means; sometimes I wish I could be like them.
It�s these very problems that pay for my lifestyle. Think your partner is cheating on you? Good chance they are. Got a missing child? They probably got sick of your crap and ran away. Convinced there�s an intergalactic security organisation monitoring your every move because of your research into wormhole technology? Yeah� unlikely, mate, but I�ll still gladly take your money.
Whatever it is, my agency can handle it. And, by �handle it�, I mean they�ll send me to go through the motions of solving the case, and then take their 70% share of the revenue without really contributing very much. Work is hard to come by, nowadays, much less well-paid work, so I take what I can get. Let�s face it, it�s rare that any single person gets to do anything particularly special with their lives. Certainly, most don�t do anything to change the galaxy for the better, even if we aspire to it. Instead, we slave through our work each and every day, just trying to make sure we have enough Units to pay the bills.
It�s on one of these mind-numbing�� albeit bill-paying�� jobs that our story begins.
My assignment was a tall, beautiful Yrggian, who, according to her partner, was definitely, 100%, not an iota of doubt, cheating on him. Still, that didn�t stop him from hiring my agency to make sure. These wealthy business types had more Units than they knew what to do with� not that I was complaining.
I had been following the target for several days, but she was yet to do anything out of the ordinary. There was no other special someone in her life, it seemed. All she really spent her time doing was going to work, going to the gym, and then seeing her friends for U�kka (where she would lie about going to the gym�� she just naturally has this figure, she would say).
Normally, if there really was someone else in the target�s life, I would have known by this point�� rarely did they spend more than a few days at a time without getting their fill. That wouldn�t stop me padding it out to a week or so in my reports, of course�� I was paid by the hour, after all.
I watched from inside my parked Shuttle as the target left her home. She carried no gym bag, she wasn�t scheduled for work, and she�d seen her mates just a few hours earlier in the day. This, at last, was her doing something new.
She pulled up her sleeve, revealing her Console, from which she summoned a shuttle. As she entered, I quickly programmed my own shuttle into manual overdrive. Without knowing where my target was going, I was going to have to drive it myself. For many, doing such a thing would have been unheard of�� but in my profession it was necessary. Perhaps Private Investigators were the last remaining drivers in the galaxy.
Sure enough, the target led me to a new building�� one that she hadn�t been to before. I couldn�t immediately determine its function; it looks like a corporate building, but as more and more Yrggian companies were merging, lots of these structures were being repurposed.
I jumped out of my parked shuttle while continuing to survey the building�� and failed to immediately notice that the target had turned to glance at me over her shoulder. I began to walk away from her, in the other direction, hoping to throw her off the scent. The target shook her head and continued walking. Presumably, she was content that I wasn�t following her�� or about to mug her, or whatever�� because she continued into the building. I thanked my lucky stars that she hadn�t paid too much attention to me, and proceeded after her�� at a distance�� into the building.
There was no doorman in the lobby, but it didn�t matter to the target�� she knew exactly where she was going. But instead of moving to the inter-level transmat, she proceeded down the stairs, to the basement.
Exactly what kind of kinky shit was this woman in to?
I continued after her, stopping at every corner to carefully look around before I followed. Being seen twice by a target was never good. I knew this from experience; on one of my first cases, my target�� a lonely Pritan�� had caught me watching him a few times, and had called the local police. That was not a good day for me.
The Yrggian turned into a room. Creeping forwards, and then crouching at the doorway, I peered in.
It was a large hall, with a ring of chairs at the centre. In the corner, there were cheap baked goods carefully positioned on an old table. There was the unmistakable vibe of polite enthusiasm and in the room. It was one of these sorts of meetings, then; the kind that my mother used to go.
Stirliks Anonymous.
The group inside said their �hello�s, their �how you doing�s, and their �how�s the partner�s, before the conversation eventually turned serious. I needed to get closer so I could get clear evidence of this meeting for my client. He�d need proof, after all.
Even by my standards, it felt like a breach of privacy to take a photograph of someone at one of these meetings. I could picture myself reacting to the hypothetical news that my mother�s meeting had been intruded upon in this same way. Nothing in the galaxy would be able to calm me down. Nothing, except perhaps cupcakes. Or whiskey.
The attendees sat uncomfortably in their seats, picking nervously at themselves, barely making eye contact with one another. Most were positioned so that they were most of the way off their chair�� and most of their way towards the door.
Mum had started using the �Liks after Dad left. Something had changed in her in those last few months. My youthful self was perhaps unable to perceive exactly what was plaguing her. Whatever it was, she took the �Liks to forget. That was what they did, of course: they took in old memories�� the bad ones�� and wiped them from your mind. Why live a miserable life when you could live a joyful one?
It didn�t matter to these addicts too much that it wasn�t real. Whatever it was that Mum had experienced to drive her to this, we would never know�� her memories of the period were no longer a reflection of reality.
I�d been about eight and my sister, Leya, fourteen. It had really been Leya who had run the household for those few years; trauma like this had a habit of making adults out of children. I had always intended to thank Leya for all she did for me back then, but as I watched her walk out that door that final time, the words were lost from my mouth.
I needed to see Mum. It had been too long. I was getting lazy with how often I went back to Terra. I plugged this in as a reminder on my console, and set my eyes on the job at hand, and getting closer to the group.
Spotting a strategically-placed bench to my left, I slowly, silently, crept towards it.
�Please welcome, new member: Syl Raynor,� an automated female Yrggian voice announced.
Hmm. OK. Not ideal.
The group all turned in their chairs to look at me, crouched down in the corner of the room.
��Hi,� I offered them.
�Welcome, welcome!� a particularly jolly Aflet called out to me. He was the organiser, then. �Come on in, don�t be shy!�
I looked at the door; it was still open. I could still turn around and walk through it� but I would lose my opportunity to solve this case. I rose timidly into a standing position and proceeded towards the group.
My target, eyes widening as she looked at me, stood up and pointed. �It�s you!� she shouted. Then, looking at the organiser, added, �She�s the one that�s been following me! She�s been stalking me!�
OK, maybe outside this building wasn�t the first time she�d seen me, then. My agency really needed to send me on more training courses. Always the Terran who got passed over for them, wasn�t it?
One of the attendees, sitting with their back to me, pounded a fist onto his knee. He stood from his seat, rising to a height of maybe two and a half metres. Not a little lad, by any means. Slowly, he turned to face me, and I could see the anger on his face�� the nostrils flaring, the brow furrowed. The host held out his hands in instruction�� or perhaps in appeal�� for the Yrggian to remain calm.
�Now, what do we do when we feel these negative emotions?� he prompted. There was no reply from the tall, broad, attendee staring me down.
�That�s right,� the host continued, even though nobody had said anything, �We communicate how we feel! Can we try that now?�
�You dare,� the Yrggian began, voice raised, �Interrupt one of these meetings? Is nothing sacred any more?�
He pointed at my target.
�This poor woman has been through enough! She does not need you following her, giving her more to worry about. What the hell do you think gives you the right to barge in here?�
All signs suggested that my time in this room was about to come to an end. I whipped out my headpiece from my satchel, and without even bothering to put it on my head, aimed it in the direction of the target to capture her image.
Most of the group simply stared at me, faces pulled in various states of incredulity; it was only the Yrggian that took action. Face going red�� even for an Yrggian�� he began to plough towards me. With my height being as it were, it was almost certainly clear to anyone in the vicinity that this was a fight I would lose�� were we to count on strength alone. I rolled up my right sleeve, revealing a device on my wrist, and grinned slyly as I switched it on. The EMP whirled into action, letting out a wave of radiation, and the lights went out.
�Ahaha, see you later, motherfli-,� I began.
�Backup lighting activated,� the automated voice announced�� and once again I was in plain sight.
�Dang,� I uttered through pursed lips, �I�m really starting to hate her.�
The enraged Yrggian barrelled towards me, grabbed me by the clothes and hoisted me up effortlessly.
Now dangling, and unable to pull myself free, I asked my assailant, �You wouldn�t hit a woman, would you?�
He looked at me, eye narrowing, eyebrow raised. �You are a female of your species?�
I scoffed, pulled an overtly unimpressed face at him. �Woah, what�s that supposed to mean, mate? Rude.�
In one smooth flick of my left wrist, I whipped out my hidden blade and held it to the Yrggian�s throat.
�What we gonna do now, then?� I asked him.
He looked at me, his forehead clenching involuntarily, in that way Yrggians do when they�re thinking too hard.
Eventually, he released me, and I tumbled clumsily to the floor, landing on my arse.
As I scrambled backwards for the door, the broad Yrggian called after me. �We have your name, Syl Raynor!�
I fled the scene, trying to suppress the guilt that was blossoming in the pit of my stomach. It maybe hadn�t been my finest hour.
I entered my shuttle and activated the pre-programmed route back to my hotel. I watched my rear keenly for the next few minutes, and only once I was confident that nobody was following me did I send off the images to the client.
Soon, I got a reply from him, telling me that my contract was fulfilled and that the payment would be sent to my employers.
No tip, then. Damn. What was it with these posh types and not tipping?
It didn�t matter, at least the job was complete. I could now head to a local bar, relax, try out the Yrggian brandy which I�d heard so much about. I freshened up and was about to head out�� when my Console beeped.
There was a new message� from the agency. My heart dropped; this wasn�t expected, and so the likelihood was that it wouldn�t be good.
�What the hell is this?� the message began. I skimmed the remainder of it, getting the general point: they were annoyed with me. At the bottom, I found an attachment.
Beneath a security image of me, taken in the basement where the meeting had been held, was a message in bold, red letters:
Wanted for questioning: Syl Raynor.
It was time to get off this planet for a while.
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