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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the gloom at the end of a street, vines trailing past my face, surrounded by a strange mix of scents: the pollen and tree sap of a forest, the traffic fumes and discarded waste of a busy city. Every element of the place was familiar, but the combination was unfamiliar, even unsettling, and the low light of evening added to the sense of being adrift from the normal rules of the universe. 
 
    In the shadows behind me stood my small crew of brave misfits, just the four of us facing a hostile universe. It might not sound like good odds, but I trusted these three women’s characters and capabilities more even than my own. That was why I could risk being here on a strange planet, ready to take on the threats it contained. I had people I believed in. 
 
    Fiona leaned forward, and the light of the setting sun illuminated her heart-shaped blue face with its delicate pair of tusks. Small gold rings glittered in her ears. She sniffed the air, as she’d been doing every few minutes since we stepped off the Athena. As far as I knew, half-orcs didn’t have a better sense of smell than humans, but Fiona was amazed by the way this place smelled. A lifetime lived in the enclosed, smoggy atmosphere of a trading city in an old mining asteroid didn’t provide many chances to experience forests, jungles, even fields. Karayai, this wild, thriving planet, was like a small miracle to her. She faced it with wide eyes, but with a heart that couldn’t quite open up and accept what she was seeing, after everything else she had been through. 
 
    I could understand that. I’d been through the mill too. Perhaps that was how we’d ended up so close, why we stayed that way even after I had to kill her brother. 
 
    “It looks like it should be a temple,” she said as stared across the street. “An art gallery, maybe, or the home of a millionaire, not a dive bar for criminals.” 
 
    Across the road stood one of the giant oak trees that dominated this part of Karayai. Each one was carved into a building, the wood continuing to grow as walls and floors even after rooms were carved from the inside. Vines were draped from its branches, with glowing flowers and bulging seed pods. Those above the front door had been arranged to spell out the name of the bar within: The Lost Liver. 
 
    “Trust me, toothy,” Jessica said, “as many terrible things happen in places full of fresh air and sunbeams as they do in back streets and derelict estates. The difference is, people are better at covering them up in idyllic places like this.” 
 
    She tipped her head to one side, and one of her cat-like ears emerged from under her blue bob. A lot of felinx were undeniably sexy, but Jessica really leaned into it, and just that small movement sent an excited tingle through me. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time for those sorts of thoughts. Jessica had even more experience of undercover operations than I did, and had spent almost as much time around criminal underworlds. When she said that this place was as seedy as they could get, she spoke from experience. 
 
    The door to The Lost Liver opened, and a group of drunken dryads stumbled out, their branch-like arms waving and their barked faces split by enormous grins. One of them made a crooning sound, and two others responded, turning that one note into something like a song. The orc bouncers to either side of the door stared sternly but didn’t move to intervene. If the dryads were walking away, then they weren’t the bar’s problem anymore. 
 
    “What beautiful creatures.” Barbara, the last of our group, spoke in a delicate whisper. If anyone here knew about beauty it should be our anjelica companion, who had a body like the finest work of a classical sculptor. She never stopped taking my breath away. 
 
    “You’ve never seen dryads before?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t remember.” She shrugged, shifting the soft, white-feathered wings tucked in against her back. She seemed far more pragmatic about her stolen memories than I would have been. Perhaps it was true that anjelica were better creatures than us mere humans, or maybe it was just sweet Barbara. 
 
    One of the dryads laughed loudly, then doubled over and puked in the middle of the street. Barbara’s wide-eyed smile faltered a little, and Fiona reached out to squeeze her hand. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Fiona said. “We’ll find you some nice dryads later.” 
 
    The door opened again, and the orcs nodded respectfully as a dwarf emerged. He was dressed in embroidered pants, a silk shirt, and expensive jewelry made of an exotic metal native to Karayai that shone like a rainbow when the light hit it. 
 
    I pressed a communicator control button on the neck of my armored exosuit, and for a few seconds, a hologram shimmered in the air in front of me. I glanced from the image of a dwarf to the real-life example stepping out into the street. 
 
    “That’s him,” I said, releasing the button and letting the hologram fade. “Tunfor Draughson, mob boss and high-grade shit bag. Our target for tonight.” 
 
    “Should we get him while he’s alone?” Barbara asked. She clutched a golden javelin in one hand, and with the other she was reaching for the slender gold pistol on her waist. 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Jessica shook her head. “People like Draughson are never alone. Right, Simon?” 
 
    I nodded and gestured toward the door. More people were emerging, a mix of species that included two ratfolk, a hovering fairy, and a feathered waawey, as well as several more dwarfs. All were armed and dressed in the sort of body armor that pretends to be inconspicuous while actually screaming “mercenary” to anybody in the know. They spread out protectively around Draughson as he headed down the street. 
 
    Just months ago, I would have counted myself among these people, the gangsters and lowlifes. I might have worked for a different mob boss, but Krahmin was no nicer than Draughson, Myan no better a place than Karayai. 
 
    Now, though, things had changed. I was still a fixer, but I didn’t work for money anymore. Not because I didn’t need it—the galaxy had no mercy on the poor, however good-hearted—but because I was fighting for something nobler now. I was fighting to make the galaxy better, not just my small part of it. Which was how we ended up here, stalking a dwarf mob boss who had been abusing his workers in the mines, ready to mete out some justice.  
 
    Like many of the most accomplished mobsters, Draughson did most of his bullying and theft by perfectly legal means. He offered loans to those in desperate need, while only half explaining how the deal worked. By the time they discovered the money had been loaned at extremely high interest rates, they were bound in. Not that most of them had a choice about whether to borrow. Being poor can get real expensive, when you’re desperately hunting for any way you can feed and shelter your family. When the borrowers couldn’t pay, Draughson demanded that they work in his mines to pay off their debts, and any who tried to refuse got a visit from his goons. 
 
    All of which would have been bad enough, without the state of those mines. Industry was the dark side of Karayai, both figuratively and literally. In tunnels amid the roots of the trees, the poor slaved away extracting minerals the rich would profit from; grim, often lethal work hidden beneath the living veneer of the forest cities. 
 
    That work was tough for anyone, but at least independent miners could make a living off it, or choose to leave if that living didn’t work out. The people Draughson forced into his pits were slaves, however you hid it beneath the legitimacy of debt. I’d suffered at the hands of slavers when I was young, and I wasn’t going to leave anyone else to suffer the same way, or let scumbags like Draughson profit off it. 
 
    There might be more profitable jobs out there, but this was one that I was happy to handle for free. 
 
    My crew and I emerged from our hiding place and followed Draughson’s little mob down the street. Karayai was a scenic place, but this part of it wasn’t exactly safe, so no one questioned why we were walking about armed, or why Fiona, Jessica, and I wore exosuits. 
 
    We followed curling avenues through Karayai’s capital city, never more than a hundred yards behind our targets. Raised roads descended in sloping spirals around the trees, carrying us down into the shadier areas around the roots. The gathering gloom of evening, together with the obstructions of branches and raised roads, made it darker down here. Shadows striped the roads ahead of us, Draughson and his retinue shifting in and out of darkness. 
 
    Eventually, they turned off the main route, into a dark alleyway. We followed them for a few paces, heading into the alley mouth. 
 
    Something was wrong. I wasn’t sure what, didn’t even know if my esper powers or some veteran’s instinct had warned me, but I knew I was right when I glanced at Jessica and she returned my look with narrowed eyes. Each of us reached out to stop one of the others, just as the dwarf and his entourage suddenly stopped in their tracks. 
 
    Draughson and his armed thugs turned to look back at us. 
 
    “What, you thought I didn’t know that I was being followed?” Draughson asked. “I’m a fucking professional, and now you assholes are trapped.” 
 
    He gestured at the wooden walls looming high to either side of us, the branches and trunks of trees woven together to create tough, tall barriers. I could see why he felt cocky, after all, this was his city. But while he might have local knowledge, he didn’t know us or what we were capable of. 
 
    “We’re trapped?” I asked. “Or you are? Because I don’t see you getting out of here except past us.” 
 
    As if to reinforce my point, my crew drew their weapons and Barbara unfurled her wings. 
 
    Draughson smirked. 
 
    “Neat trick with the wings,” he said. “But it won’t help you much.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. 
 
    The walls rippled. Both in front of and behind us, they warped, bulged outward, took on new forms. Figures stepped out of the wood, rough-looking dryads made of the same bark and sap. Each one had a pair of thorn-spiked wooden clubs, extensions of their arms. 
 
    There were soft hisses and clicks as Draughson’s bodyguards, emboldened by the new arrivals, drew their weapons and flicked off the safety catches on their guns. 
 
    “I would say that I was sorry it came to this,” I said, “but we both know that would be a lie. I’m looking forward to giving you the kicking you clearly deserve.” 
 
    I whipped up my pistol, a Vampart and Mains Red Dragon semi-automatic, a gun that could stop a charging rhino in its tracks. I pulled the trigger, and a single high-ex round hit the wall to the right. The wood exploded, and Draughson and his crew flinched from the flying splinters. In that moment, we charged. 
 
    Normally, I liked to look for smart solutions to my problems, but there were times when only brute force would do. I flung myself at the nearest dryad, using my esper telekinesis to give me extra force. I caught one of its clubs and twisted, wrenching the arm back, then brought my pistol around. A tap on the trigger and an armor piercing round smashed through the creature’s elbow, ripping off that club arm. The dryad jerked back, squealing in pain as dark sap-like blood sprayed from the stump. But as it flailed around, its other club swung in and knocked the gun from my hand. I punched the creature in the face, and though bark scraped my knuckles, I still felt the satisfaction of watching my opponent slump unconscious to the ground. 
 
    Across the alley, Jessica was taking down another of the dryads, using a series of high kicks and a pair of pinballs propelled by her esper powers. But she hadn’t seen the dryad behind her, raising its spiked club to cave her head in. 
 
    I wasn’t close enough to grab the dryad, so I lashed out with my esper powers instead. My mind punched into the dryad’s. I didn’t have time to think about what I was doing, so I simply stirred up what I found there, driving him briefly mad. The dryad clutched at his ears with his club hands and his face twisted with pain. 
 
    Jessica was still distracted by the opponent in front of her, and my mental attack wouldn’t take this one out for long. I ran across the alley and launched into a flying kick. My boots collided with the dryad, slamming him into the wall, and there was a crunch as branch-like bones snapped beneath the impact. The dryad fell, and I landed in a crouch beside him. He lifted his head, and I slammed my elbow into his face, the armor of my exosuit protecting my arm from the jarring impact. Sap spattered from the center of the dryad’s face, and he collapsed. 
 
    Jessica, her opponent down, looked around. The two of us exchanged a nod, then charged back into the fight. 
 
    One by one, the dryads and bodyguards fell. Fiona took several down with blasts from her force spear. Barbara stunned them with shots from her delicate pistol, as she hovered above the fight, out of reach. Jessica and I plowed through a motley band of thugs, fists and feet swinging, clearing a way to the main event. 
 
    At last, there were only two between us and Draughson: a scarred elf and a ratwoman. Both raised pistols and pointed them at me. 
 
    I reached out with my esper powers, grabbed both of their heads, and slammed them together. There was a sound like empty cargo crates colliding, and they slumped into the dirt. 
 
    “You!” Draughson pointed at me, eyes wide. “You’re an esper!” 
 
    He stumbled back and almost tripped over one of his own fallen guards in his rush to get away. Barbara landed a dozen yards behind him and raised her javelin, blocking that way out of the alley. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I said. “Though having seen the way you make people work, I don’t think I’m the real guilty party here.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Draughson asked. “Who do you work for?” 
 
    “I work for the people you’ve been hurting, and I’ve come to bring that to an end.” 
 
    I loomed over Draughson. He backed up until his spine was pressed against the wall, gnarled wood pushing through the thin silk of his shirt. Gold rings in his beard gleamed in the light from the glowing vines above, this place’s equivalent of streetlights. That same light scattered in rainbow colors from a large medallion, which was trembling in time to his fear. 
 
    “You’re going to leave Karayai,” I said. “You’re going to leave behind the mines, the slum houses, the ripoff corner shops, and all the other little tricks you’ve been using to bleed the money out of innocent people. You’re going to leave all this shit behind, and you’re never going to come close to the slave trade ever again, because if you do, then when I hear about it, I’m going to come for you.” I tapped the side of my head. “And believe me, I will hear.” 
 
    Draughson nodded. “Fine. I’ll leave.” 
 
    There was fear in his voice still, but a calculating look in his eyes. I could see the math he was doing. The galaxy was a big place. All he had to do was run for a little while, find somewhere new to settle down, and he could start his filthy business all over again. After all, he knew how to do it. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    “Don’t think you can hide from me.” I reached out with my mind and sent a brief, small ripple of madness through him, a warning shot. “I can use my powers to find you anywhere in the galaxy. There’s nowhere you can hide if you go back on your word, or if you ever touch this filthy business again. Understand?” 
 
    This time, the fear was all that remained. He nodded frantically and kept pushing himself back against the wall, like he was hoping to escape through it. 
 
    “Good.” I grabbed the medallion with its rainbow metal and precious gems and yanked it from around his neck. “I’ll be keeping this too. Some recompense for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course. Have these too.” Draughson’s voice trembled as he ran his fingers through his beard. Gold rings fell out and tinkled on the floor. “Whatever you want. Just let me leave sane. Please.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, stepped back, and pointed down the alley, past Barbara and away. 
 
    “Go, and don’t let any of us ever see you again.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course!” 
 
    Draughson turned and ran, his little legs carrying him far faster than I expected. The patter of his footsteps echoed down the alley and out into the night. 
 
    I thrust the medallion into a pouch on my belt, then crouched to gather up the gold beard rings. They weren’t worth a lot compared with our ship, but not everyone was as lucky as we were, and these could make a real difference to someone’s life. When I stood back up, the ladies were around me, surrounded by a ring of fallen, groaning dryads and bodyguards. 
 
    “We’re done here, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Reckon so,” Fiona said, prodding at one of the twitching dryads with her spear. “Back to the Athena?” 
 
    “Back to our contacts first,” I said. “We should let them know the good news.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the last lingering glimmer of twilight, we made our way across the city, along roads grown from iron-hard roots and walkways suspended from intertwined branches. Our route carried us from the seedy districts in which gangsters worked and drank to some of the poorest neighborhoods in Karayai’s capital, amid twisted roots and the disintegrating stumps of decades-dead giant trees. 
 
    This was the edge of the city, away from its thriving business district or the flash and dazzle of the tourist scene. Some people came to Karayai to trade, some to see the sights of the magnificent living settlements where homes were grown from seed and sapling into buildings with sap running through their walls. But no one from out of town visited these slums on the southern outskirts. Even people from the city only went there if they absolutely had to. 
 
    That was where we went. 
 
    Miners and smelters were returning to their homes at the end of a long working day. They were covered in dirt and ash, carrying heavy tools in calloused hands. Their shoulders slumped wearily, but they straightened proudly as we approached. Those who hadn’t met us before glowered suspiciously and gripped the handles of their tools. Those who had offered us warm smiles, and when they noticed this, the others followed their lead. 
 
    “Back for another round of drinks?” one of them asked as she approached us. She was a dwarf, like many of the miners, her beard stuffed down her tunic to prevent accidents down the pit. “Or was one rotgut hangover enough to see you all through?” 
 
    “I didn’t suffer at all,” Barbara said, smiling brightly. “But your drinks were certainly an interesting experience. Thank you for sharing them with us.” 
 
    The miner shook her head. “Rotgut didn’t hammer your head full of imaginary nails? You’re as impressive as you look.” She pulled out a flask. “Want some more?” 
 
    Fiona laughed, and Jessica shuddered at the idea of repeating the previous night. I just shook my head. 
 
    “I’m hoping we can manage something better tonight,” I said. “But I need to talk to a man first.” 
 
    We joined the stream of workers heading for the heart of this poor but proud district. Landlords had let the houses around here rot, but the people who now occupied them did the best they could with what they had. Warped doors were decorated with mismatched remnants of paint. Doorsteps were swept and old walls cleaned. 
 
    Just past the housing, long dark trails stretched into the sky, smoke from the machines at the mine workings and dust expelled by their ventilation systems. The people who lived here were never far from the shadow of their tough, dangerous work, but that didn’t stop them smiling and laughing as they made their way home. 
 
    As we approached the square at the center of the neighborhood, an elderly man came up to us. He was dressed in rags, his beard long and white, his face crumpled in an expression of concern. 
 
    “Good evening, Lochlainn,” I said, smiling and raising a hand in greeting. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, and you.” Lochlainn rubbed his hands together, fingers twisting anxiously around each other. “Did you find Draughson?” 
 
    “Found him, fought him, beat him and his goons into the dirt.” I clapped a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “He won’t be bothering you anymore. No more debts, no more menaces, you’re free to go.” 
 
    Lochlainn’s expression wavered, seemingly trapped between joy and incredulity. 
 
    “Really?” he whispered. “It’s over?” 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
    He laughed and flung his arms around me. Tears glistened as they ran over the armored plates of my exosuit. 
 
    “A thousand thank yous! You’ve transformed our lives. I only wish that there was a way I could repay you.” 
 
    He pulled himself off me and hugged each of the others in turn. Other miners and their families gathered around as news spread of what we’d done. 
 
    “Don’t worry about payment,” I said. “In fact, we have something for you…” 
 
    I took out the medallion I’d taken off Draughson and held it out toward Lochlainn. He stared in disbelief at the rainbow metal and the gemstones embedded in it. 
 
    “Is this… you can’t…” 
 
    “Draughson has more than he needs, and we’ve got enough to get by.” I placed the medallion in Lochlainn’s hands and closed the old man’s fingers around it. Then I scooped the gold beard rings out of my pouch and handed them over too. “Think of this as compensation for everything you’ve been through. It’ll be more than enough to get you all settled somewhere else, somewhere you don’t have to risk your lives down the mine, somewhere people like Draughson can’t control you.” 
 
    “This is amazing!” Lochlainn held up the medallion and its rainbow light scattered across the growing crowd. “We’re free. Free!” 
 
    A great cheer went up. 
 
    “You must stay tonight,” Lochlainn said, showing me an enormous grin. “We’ll have a celebration in your honor.” 
 
    “It would be rude to say no to an offer like that,” I replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    There was another cheer, then a flurry of movement as people went to make preparations. Some dragged chairs, sofas, and cushions from their homes into the street. Others lit fires and hung pots over the flames, filling them with lush native plants that gave off delicious smells as they cooked.  
 
    I sat on one of the sofas with a drink in my hand, watching the bustle all around. One of the locals handed me a bottle of beer. The label was cheaply printed, the work of a local brewer, but the drink inside was as good as anything I’d tasted in a long time. 
 
    Music broke out, lively fluting notes with a confident beat underneath. Looking around I saw a motley band playing hollow instruments made of wood, a mixture of pipes and drums. 
 
    Night fell fully at last, the last gray of daylight washing out of the sky. Against the blue-black of the heavens, Karayai’s two large, golden moons rose, looming over the city like twin protectors. That was us now, me and my crew, protectors of the innocent across the galaxy. I only wished that we could reach as many of them as the moonlight did. 
 
    Space cleared, and a lively group of party goers started to dance. It was a wild and raucous whirl, partners passing from hand to hand, bodies spinning in the light of the moons and the fires. I wasn’t surprised to see Fiona among them, moving with as much speed and confidence as the rest. Her red braids flew out behind her and she laughed gleefully as she spun around the floor. 
 
    “Hi there.” Barbara stood in front of me, a wooden cup in her hand. Her long, slender legs drew my gaze up to her short dress, her trim waist, the long blonde hair spilling across her large, shapely breasts, and finally to that enchanting smile. “Is it alright if I join you?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I patted the space next to me on the sofa, and she settled there, legs tucked up beneath her, leaning into the curve of my arm. She sipped at her drink, then peered into the cup, and ran the tip of her tongue along the delicate pink flesh of her lip. 
 
    “Have you tried this?” she asked, holding the cup out to me. “It’s strange. Some sort of wine, I think, but more savory.” 
 
    I leaned in, and she tipped the proffered cup to meet my lips. I took a sip. It was an unfamiliar flavor, woody and heavy with herbs, like tasting an ancient forest. Alcohol or something like it promised my brain a gentle buzz if I kept drinking. 
 
    “That shouldn’t work,” I said, “but it really does.” 
 
    “Like our little crew.” Barbara smiled and trailed her fingers along the inside of my thigh. “I like it.” 
 
    “You and me both.” I took another sip of the drink, locking eyes with her as I did. There was a promise in them of more to come, and as our fingers brushed against each other, my skin tingled and my flesh ached. If there had been no one else around, I would have flung her over the back of the sofa and had her then and there, but it seemed rude to run off into the shadows when a party for us was in progress. 
 
    “Later,” she whispered, then unfolded those amazing legs and stood up. “I’m going to go eat.” 
 
    I watched her walk away, the feathers fluttering at the tips of her wings. She disappeared into the crowd, and I looked around to see what else was happening. 
 
    Across the square, a balcony had been grown from the trunk of one of the enormous oaks. Jessica stood on it alone, leaning against the rail, watching the party. 
 
    I got up from the sofa and walked across the square, smiling and raising my beer in salute to the many well-wishers who greeted me along the way. At the base of the tree, I found a staircase which I crept up toward the balcony. 
 
    Jessica was still alone as I stepped silently onto the balcony. She was levitating a pair of small steel balls using her esper powers, the metal globes gleaming in the moonlight. I sidled up to stand beside her, the hand with my beer resting on the rail, my other hand resting gently on her back. She was shorter than me, and looking at her, for a moment all I could see was her catlike ears sticking out through her blue bob. Then she turned to look at me, and I was struck by violet eyes in a startlingly beautiful face. 
 
    “Not joining the celebrations?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe later.” 
 
    The steel balls circled in parallel orbits through the air in front of us, sliding closer together with each circuit of their dance. 
 
    “Remember the good old days?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled. How could I forget? The image of her rising and falling in my lap, breasts heaving as we both groaned toward a giddy climax, was the sort of thing I could never forget. And there was a particular mischievous delight to fucking a cat-eared felinx doggy style. 
 
    “I remember,” I said. “But I remember the problems too, the reasons it didn’t last. It’s hard when two mercenaries have different approaches to the work.” 
 
    “You could have learned some subtlety.” She laid a hand on my chest. 
 
    “You could have learned that sometimes it’s better to fight than to lie.” 
 
    We gazed into each other’s eyes, the night full of promise. 
 
    “But that was Myan,” she said. “When we lived among thugs and criminals and every day was a fresh struggle to get by. Dirty work for tarnished souls.” 
 
    “Things are different now. We have a ship. We have a mission.” 
 
    “You have Fiona and Barbara, your old girlfriend and your new love interest, together and separately from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “There’s space in that equation for you as well, if you want.” I raised an eyebrow. So far, nothing had happened between me and Jessica since she left Myan with the rest of us, but she knew that I was involved with both of the others, and she was the one who had led the conversation down this path. “Together or separately.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip as she looked up at me. There was a sparkle in those violet eyes. She leaned up on tiptoes, her face inches from mine. 
 
    “I’ll give it some thought,” she whispered. 
 
    The way my body responded to her presence, I knew she wasn’t the only one who’d be thinking about it. 
 
    There was a click as the levitating balls struck each other, then fell into Jessica’s outstretched hand. She fondled the pair of balls for a moment, then slid them into a pocket of her exosuit. 
 
    “You’ve been using your powers a lot recently,” I said. “Finding chances to practice on the ship and when we make planet fall.” 
 
    “I’m training,” she said. “Sharpening up some tricks.” 
 
    “But why are you training so hard? It’s not like these powers are something new to you.” 
 
    She turned away from me to look out across the lively party, to where Fiona and Barbara were dancing together to the music of pipes and drums. 
 
    “You know my past,” she said. “Like you, I was part of one of those grotesque super soldier programs, turning orphaned kids into killing machines, using survival of the fittest to make the killers of the future. And when I’d served as much time as they could make me do, I wound up in the underworld on Myan, working my way up through the ranks all on my own. I’ve never had a family, not until now with you and the crew of the Athena.” 
 
    Her hands gripped the balcony rail, knuckles white with tension. 
 
    “I want to get stronger so that I can protect that. Protect you, Simon. Protect Fiona and Barbara. Protect the Athena. Protect whatever other desperate fugitives fall into our orbit. Because this crew, this family, it means too much for me to ever let anyone hurt it.” 
 
    I stepped up behind her, my own protective gesture, and she leaned into me, the curves of her body resting against mine, hips pressed against my own. She turned her head to look back over her shoulder at me. Though her voice had been solemn, there was still a mischievous sparkle in her eyes as she slid a hand back between us. 
 
    “Mine now.” 
 
    I leaned in, our faces coming closer. Then, suddenly, Jessica winced. 
 
    A moment later, I felt it too, something reaching out for me, so strong and so sudden that I jerked away from Jessica and went reeling across the balcony. Sound boomed in my head, without ever passing through my ears. 
 
    “Something is calling,” I said and looked her in the eye. 
 
    She nodded. “Something from the Turgon system.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, we caught a vine train back to the largest space docks on Karayai. The train was a series of contained carriages carved from giant seed pods, their edges ground down to perfectly fit inside the vein-like tubes of a type of magical vine. Streams of sap propelled the seed pods from city to city, their hollowed interiors loaded up with passengers and cargo. Remarkable as they were, neither the pods nor the vines had windows, and so it wasn’t until the sap paused in its flow and we stepped out onto a wooden platform that we saw the docks. 
 
    Like so much else on Karayai, the docks were a strange and spectacular place. At most space docks, metal beams with padded ends would slide out of the walls to safely support a ship, no matter what its shape and size. Here, the beams were magical trees grown specially into the shapes that were needed, the cushioned ends made of their thick, soft leaves. There were the usual spaceship smells of rocket fuel and ion discharge, but there was also a clear, fresh forest scent. In all my years traveling the galaxy as a gun for hire, I’d never seen anything else like it. 
 
    And yet, the docks still weren’t the most spectacular thing here. That was the Athena, my own ship, sitting cradled in one of the docks. The smooth line of her bronze hull stood out against the boughs of those specially grown trees, and the blue glass of her windows gleamed in the mid-morning light. She was a vision of elegance, more like a sculpture than a regular starship, the ultimate vision of just how good space travel could look. 
 
    I paid our docking fees at the bower master’s office, and then the four of us walked down a docking branch to the Athena. As we approached, a door slid smoothly open, inviting us in. 
 
    “Welcome home,” said a soft female voice, calm and clear, the distinctive tone of Aelia, the ship’s primary artificial intelligence. “I hope that you all had an enjoyable excursion.” 
 
    “It had its moments.” Fiona grinned and cracked her knuckles. “Took the trash out at the capital, then had a party to celebrate.” 
 
    “Garbage disposal is an important chore, and one that is not celebrated enough,” Aelia said. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Fiona looked up at the ceiling, from which the words had come. “Does she really not get it?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or maybe she’s messing with you. As long as she keeps helping us out, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Helping you out. You’re the one who inherited the magical keys to this starship from her previous captain, remember?” 
 
    “And she’s helped keep us all alive. Speaking of which, we should head down to the mess, there’s something we need to talk about.” 
 
    Barbara and Fiona exchanged a confused look. 
 
    “What sort of something?” Barbara asked. 
 
    “Something that means I want a coffee first,” Jessica said, and strode off down the corridor. “Come on.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we sat around a table in the mess, each with a steaming mug of coffee, and with a pot of the stuff on the table between us. 
 
    “There, Simon.” Fiona tapped the packets of sugar and cream that sat next to the pot. “Everything we could need right now. You’re out of delaying tactics, so tell us what’s going on.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a matter of delaying,” I said. “At least, not on purpose. I wanted some privacy before we talked.” 
 
    Fiona tapped her tusk. “Sounds like we’re heading into troubled streets again.” 
 
    “You could say that. Last night, Jessica and I, the two espers on our crew, felt something. A disturbance in the universe, something reaching through the deeper layers of reality. It was calling us, and I think it means we’ve got another adventure ahead.” 
 
    I paused to take a sip of my coffee while the words sank in. 
 
    “Calling you to Turgon, right?” Barbara asked. 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. As far as I was aware, neither Jessica nor I had said anything about what we’d felt to either of the others, or to anybody else for that matter. I glanced at Jessica, who gave a small shrug. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “I felt it too,” Barbara said. “The call to Turgon.” 
 
    “Great,” Fiona said. “Now I’m the only one on the ship without esper powers. A girl could get jealous.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not just you.” Fiona patted Barbara’s hand. “I’m not an esper, but I have access to other sorts of powers. I think that I got the message because I’m an anjelica.” 
 
    “Anjelica have telepathy?” 
 
    “We have a range of abilities.” Barbara looked down at her coffee and blushed. “I have to admit, with the damage that was done to my memory, I’m not always sure what I’m capable of. I don’t even know if I could communicate with other anjelica this way, but the moment I heard that voice, I knew that came because of what I am, who I am.” 
 
    “You’ve had messages like this before?” I asked. 
 
    “I wish I knew. One thing I do know, though, is that if I felt the call, then all the other anjelica must have felt it too.” 
 
    I leaned back in my seat and took another sip of my coffee while I worked out what that meant. Like a lot of things on board the Athena, the coffee was high quality, once you worked out how the machine worked. I normally preferred mine dark, bitter, and over-brewed, but maybe the Athena was knocking the rough edges off me, because right now that coffee tasted damn good. The prospect of facing a horde of anjelica, on the other hand, made my stomach clench. I didn’t know what the sides were here, never mind which side Barbara’s people were on, and that worried me. 
 
    “Do you know anything more about this?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Barbara hesitated. “At least, not for sure, although…” 
 
    Jessica leaned forward and poured herself more coffee. “Whatever it is, we’re better off knowing, so tell.” 
 
    Barbara took a deep breath. 
 
    “There’s a prophecy,” she said. “It says that one day there will be a great war between the anjelica and the voidtouched, a battle not only for our own existence but for the future of the universe. A war upon which everything will depend.” 
 
    “Prophecies are two for a credit,” Jessica said, pouring sugar into her coffee. “Every species has dozens, hundreds even, depending on how many religions they’ve got.” 
 
    “That’s true. Maybe it’s just one more of them and it doesn’t matter. Except…” 
 
    “Except what?” 
 
    “Except that this prophecy says that the war between the anjelica and the voidtouched will begin with a horn being blown, a horn that can be heard around the universe. Last night, that call you felt, that ringing in your head, would you say that it sounded like a horn being blown?” 
 
    Jessica froze, a spoon hanging still from her fingers into her cup. At last, she looked up. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a flatness that I’d grown wary of back in the old days. “From a certain point of view.” 
 
    Barbara looked at me, her eyes wide. 
 
    “What about you, Simon? Did it sound like a horn to you?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to hesitate. There had been a ringing quality to that sound, something like the rich resounding of brass instruments. But how could you describe a sound that appeared in your head without touching your ears on the way? Did it even make sense to think in terms of instruments? And how could I know that the call was summoning me to Turgon if it hadn’t even been words? 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “But no real horn made that sound.” 
 
    “If that was meant to sound comforting, then it failed,” Fiona said. “Indefinable noises in your mind only make this more disturbing.” 
 
    “In a sense, it doesn’t matter.” Barbara ran a slender finger around the rim of her coffee cup. “The prophecies were conceived a long time ago, back in the depths of history. I think that the horn might be more of a metaphor. It’s the sort of sound that would summon people in an ancient battle, and here it’s being used to summon them for a modern conflict.” 
 
    “How sure are you that any of this is right?” Jessica asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, but Malak did a number on your memory with that brain leech. What if your mind is just sticking pieces together in a way it thinks will make sense, or inventing ideas to fill the gaps?” 
 
    “I considered that, but in the time since we’ve been together, have I ever recalled something that wasn’t true?” 
 
    We shook our heads in unison. 
 
    “Many of my memories might be gone, but the ones that resurface are accurate. If I’m remembering this, then it really is a prophecy held by the anjelica. The question is whether it’s right.” 
 
    There was a pause as we all considered what that meant. I’d never had much faith in prophecies or religion. When you grow up a slave, you get cynical about the idea of divine intervention, of some powerful figure coming to save you, instead of to fuck you over, of the concept that the universe might, by its own volition, turn into a good or just place. We made our own goodness and justice. 
 
    Still, the anjelica were strange and amazing creatures. There was a reason for the laws that protected them, when the galaxy’s inhabitants couldn’t come to an agreement on almost anything else. If anyone in the whole of space had a vision of what the future really held, I would have bet on it being them. 
 
    “What do you know about the origin of these prophecies?” I asked “Can you tell us who wrote them, when, or why?” 
 
    Barbara frowned, then shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said. “But perhaps if I recite some of the prophecy, more information will follow? Sometimes that’s how I find memories I’d lost, by following the thread of one into another.” 
 
    “Either way, I want to hear more,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Jessica said. “Forewarned is forearmed. Tell us what you remember.” 
 
    Barbara took a deep breath. Her eyes unfocused a little, like she was reading something off the inside of her face. When she started speaking, her voice was deeper than usual, with a steady, dramatic rhythm. 
 
    “On that day, a horn shall blow, and its blast shall ring around the universe. Every planet shall shake and every moon tremble at its sound. In the flaring fabric of stars, its voice shall become the rippling waves of fire. No place in darkness or light will be sheltered from that sound. 
 
    “And when that note rings out, the great war shall begin. Anjelica against voidtouched, the races upon which the balance depends, summoned in their hosts, armed and armored, ready for blood and pain. Their souls shall ring with the glory of the horn, and their hearts shall rise to meet it. Peace shall have its end, and the deciding time shall be upon us. 
 
    “As the last echo of that blast fades into the nothingness at the ends of existence, so shall war be joined. Nothing will be safe from its devastation, no person and no place. Planets will be torn apart, their continents sent spinning off into the void of space, their oceans freezing in waves upon the silent darkness. Moons, flung from their shattered orbits, will collide in the chamber between stars. 
 
    “The tides of deep space will twist and writhe, solar winds bent by the force of the blows, dark matter scattered by foul artillery’s blast. Not in the sky or on the rocks will any be safe, for war will flood the universe, and the universe will be war. 
 
    “As bodies drift, torn and tattered, through the lifeless, lightless void, those who watch will weep, and those who fight will fall, and all will be washed in a blood red tide. 
 
    “Hear the sounding of the horn, the call that summons you to battle, the herald of decision and of death. Ready your arms and armor your hearts. Sharpen your minds and your blades. For when that horn sounds, whole galaxies will meet their end, and only the strongest will survive.” 
 
    Barbara sank back in her chair, as if exhausted by the speech. Her smile, usually so bright, had faded to a thin and fragile thing. Her eyes were downcast, half hidden by her hair. 
 
    “It sounds awful,” she said, her voice back to normal. “Whole galaxies destroyed. So many dead.” 
 
    “Unless we stop it.” I said the words as calmly as I could, but they all looked up at the fury buried in my voice. I had seen too much pain, too much injustice, to let more be unleashed. If the anjelica and the voidtouched had a feud, so be it. The rest of the universe shouldn’t suffer because of them. The apocalypse wasn’t coming on my watch. 
 
    There was a small sound, a plink of something giving way. I looked down as a thin trickle of hot coffee seeped across my fingers. I’d squeezed my cup so hard that it cracked. 
 
    “How can we possibly do that?” Jessica asked. “Stop a war we’re not even sure exists.” 
 
    “The Irunians,” I said darkly. “They’re planning a war in the Turgon system. I overheard Commander Presven talking about it, when he was trying to get hold of the Athena on Myan. Now there’s a sign that this prophecy of war might be coming true, and that prophecy is calling us to Turgon. You think that’s a coincidence?” 
 
    Jessica sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Probably not. Where the Irunians go, bullshit surely follows. Elegant, impeccably dressed bullshit, but still bullshit.” 
 
    “I was saving up to go to Turgon,” Fiona said, rotating her cup in her hands. “They’re looking for mechanics out there. It seemed like a good place to go and find a peaceful life, once I saved enough money to get out of Myan.” She downed the remains of her coffee. “So much for that, but at least this way I’ll get to see what the place looks like. I mean, we are going there, right?” 
 
    I got up from my seat and went through the swinging doors into the galley. A box was sitting next to one of the stoves, made from the folded bark that Karayai’s people used in place of cardboard. We were facing a big decision, and there was no point trying to do that on an empty stomach. 
 
    Back in the mess, I set the box down on the table and opened the lid. Inside were two rows of green pastries, the local equivalent of donuts. 
 
    “The dark ones are savory, the light ones are sweet,” I said. “Might as well enjoy them now, while we sort this out.” 
 
    Barbara and Jessica reached for the pastries, but Fiona sat back, arms folded, staring at me. 
 
    “You didn’t answer,” she said. “We’re going, aren’t we? That’s your plan.” 
 
    I sighed as I took my seat. I didn’t want to make decisions for the others, but I was aware that my opinion carried a lot of weight here, and that I was drifting toward a plan. 
 
    “This ‘prophecy’ is being stirred up by the Irunians,” I said. “I don’t know whether they know about it, whether they’re trying to trigger the war for some mad power play, or if they’re just the mindless tool that’s going to open this can of horror. But one way or another, they’re bringing war to Turgon, and war in Turgon means destruction for everyone, a trigger point for something far larger and more terrible. But if we can stop them, maybe we can avert the prophecy. Maybe we can save all those lives.” 
 
    I took one of the savory pastries out of the box. Round and green, it looked almost like a life-bearing planet, a civilization cupped in the palm of my hand, the fate of a world and its inhabitants depending upon me. 
 
    “I’ve worked as a fixer for years,” I continued, “but this will be the biggest ‘fix’ I’ve ever done, and the universe itself is the one who’s hired me. I’m not sure what the rewards of success will be like, but if that prophecy’s anything to go by, then the cost of failure will be devastating.” 
 
    I looked around the table, from wide-eyed, innocent Barbara, to grimly nodding Fiona with her tusks bared, to Jessica’s blank face, all emotion hidden beneath the facade of a professional deceiver. These women meant the world to me, each of them holding a special place in my emotions, and the thought of putting them at risk made my brain burn, but I couldn’t put any of us above the fate of the whole universe. 
 
    “There’s going to be danger,” I said. “If we head to Turgon, then we’re going to war. Maybe a war already in progress that we haven’t heard about yet. Maybe one the Irunians are about to launch. At the very least, the small war we’ll trigger when we try to stop one of the galaxy’s great powers having their way. We’ve been in danger before, but that was forced on us, and it was on a different scale. This means choosing to challenge forces that could wipe us out like that.” I snapped my fingers. “That’s not a decision to take lightly, and not one that I can make for you. So, each of us makes our own choice, and then we work out what that means.” 
 
    I turned to Barbara first. When I first met her, she’d been a kidnap victim, bound and kept at the mercy of a thug I’d once called friend. Her wide-eyed innocence made me want to protect her, despite the strength she’d shown since. 
 
    “How about you, Barbara?” I asked. “Will you help?” 
 
    She leaned forward earnestly and laid her hands on mine. Her touch was soft and warm, the feeling of her anjelica skin making mine tingle. 
 
    “Even if it wasn’t the right thing to do, I would be part of this fight,” she said. “I’m anjelica. This war is coming for my people. That means I’ve got a personal stake in it. Whatever happens, I’ll be there.” 
 
    I turned to Jessica. “How about you?” 
 
    “I know what war’s like,” she said. “I’d hoped to leave all of that behind. But like I said last night, you guys are the closest thing I’ve ever had to a family, and that’s not a bond I want to break. If you’re going into danger, then I’m going with you.” 
 
    Finally, I turned to Fiona. 
 
    “You went clean,” I said. “Got out of the violence and the danger until I dragged you back in. Nobody here would judge you for taking the way out, going to settle somewhere in peace.” 
 
    “I’d judge me.” Fiona scowled. “We’ve been through tough times together, Simon, the two of us. You didn’t drag me back into violence, I chose to come back to it, to help you out. This is no different. If you’re wading into trouble, then I’ll be right beside you.” 
 
    I smiled. I’d worried that I might be heading into this on my own, but I should have known better. There was a reason why all of these women meant so much to me. 
 
    “I guess that makes the plan easy then,” I said. “No need to drop anyone off on a safe planet or find me some alternative transport. We’re heading to war together.” I looked at Barbara. “Do the prophecies have anything to say about this? Ideas for how we could stop the apocalypse? Visions of hot heroes coming to save the day?” 
 
    Barbara closed her eyes and took deep, slow breaths as she turned her attention inward. I’d seen her do this a few times recently, when she was sifting through her shredded memories, looking for something that she only hoped was there. 
 
    She opened her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know anything,” she said. “But I know where we might find something.” 
 
    Her wings flexed, pale feathers stirring. 
 
    “Where’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Velafar, the anjelica home world. If the prophecy comes from my people, then it has its origin there. There might be scholars who can tell us more, or people preparing to face the days the prophecy talked of. But…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off.  
 
    Velafar. I’d heard of it, of course. Most people had, though what they’d heard was usually twisted up in fairy tales and urban legends, a mess of mythology riddled with gaps and contradictions. The bits that I knew, the ones from reliable sources or reported enough times to make them convincing, didn’t make visiting the anjelica home world sound like a good idea, whether or not the planet’s inhabitants were caught up in a war. 
 
    By all accounts, Velafar was a hostile place, one that was only suitable for the anjelica themselves. Its dense atmosphere made landing there tough, so almost no one tried. The idea of seeing anjelica cities might be intriguing, but not intriguing enough to be worth wrecking a ship for. 
 
    Then there were the Valkyries, the anjelica’s own defense force. If their idea of defense involved staying at home, I might never have heard of them, but they were also sent out to hunt down the species’ enemies across the galaxy. Galactic law was meant to protect the anjelica, the Treaty of Al-Na-Sebwan banning others from killing or even threatening the anjelica. But as recent actions by Irunian factions had shown, treaties didn’t work when people thought they were above the law. From time to time, the treaty failed to protect an anjelica, or the forces of law and order failed to enforce it. Then the Valkyries stepped in with swift and forceful action, to bring justice for their kin and deter anyone else considering messing with them. 
 
    I’d seen the Valkyries once, during what my owners had called a “policing” operation on a planet where seams of valuable minerals had recently been discovered. An anjelica had got caught up in a firefight between two of the factions competing to police the mining claims. A dozen civilians were killed, but that wasn’t what the anjelica cared about. For them, what mattered was that one of their kind had been badly wounded, her bone shattered by a bullet so that the arm almost had to be amputated. The officer who started the fight was one of ours, a nasty piece of work but well-connected. The people I worked for weren’t going to give him up, or to pay any sort of recompense, because that would have meant acknowledging a fault, which would have risked their mineral claims. 
 
    By the time the anjelica arrived, there had been messages back and forth between my employers, the local authorities, and Velafar, all of which achieved nothing except to warn us that the Valkyries were coming. Our officers were arrogant enough to think that they could take on anyone, so they fortified the outpost where I was based, and they stashed the offending officer there, where they could protect him. 
 
    I was out on patrol when the Valkyries arrived, and that was probably the only reason why me and my squad survived. We walked into the scorched ruins of the compound, its walls painted in blood spatters, the ground littered with what must once have been bodies. Three figures emerged from the command bunker: two Valkyries, dressed head to toe in elegant exosuits, only their faces and their wings revealed, and between them the man they had come for, his hands bound behind his back. We raised our guns. One of the Valkyries raised an eyebrow. None of us dared pull the trigger as her colleague drew a golden sword, chopped the prisoner’s arm off in a single stroke, and watched as he bled to death. Then the two of them unfurled their wings and soared into the air. 
 
    My squad and I were punished badly for not trying to stop them, but we still considered ourselves lucky: Valkyrie don’t leave many survivors.  
 
    Faced with memories like that, the prospect of visiting the anjelica planet unannounced didn’t sound so appealing. Maybe we could argue that we were allowed there, seeing as how Barbara had invited us, though I wasn’t counting on it; her own people had planned to kill her to hide information about the Athena, they might not look on her with friendly eyes now. But still, the choice was clear to me.  
 
    “Going to Velafar might give us a chance to stop the war before it really begins in Turgon,” I said. “The prophecy says that the war will be the anjelica versus the voidtouched, so we might be able to avert a major conflict if we can help the anjelica on Velafar, or at least swing the war toward the lighter side and limit the damage it does.” 
 
    Jessica tapped a finger against the table. 
 
    “Regardless, we’re in the dark about all this right now,” she said. “All we really know is that there’s a prophecy and a voice in some of our heads.” 
 
    “And that the Irunians are kicking off,” Fiona pointed out. 
 
    “Right, yes, so we can join the dots all we like, but until we find out more, we can’t even be sure that those dots come from the same picture. If I’ve learned one thing from covert work, it’s that getting more information is always a good idea, and we can get that information on Velafar. I’m willing to risk heavy atmosphere and some winged psychos for that.” 
 
    “It’s as good a plan as we’ve got.” Fiona nodded, then raised a quizzical eyebrow at Barbara. “Unless you know otherwise?” 
 
    Barbara laughed and tapped the side of her head. 
 
    “I don’t even know half of what I know, but we’ve got to try something. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Another sound drew my attention, in between our voices. The steady, distant hum of the ship’s engines, purring away in the background. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll even find out more about the Athena,” I said. “I’d take a few risks just for that.” I raised my voice. “Aelia?” 
 
    “Yes, Simon?” the ship’s AI said. 
 
    “Set a course for Velafar. We’ve got a war to stop.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the command chair of the Athena, the others at their stations around me. Barbara at the communications and scanning systems, watching data as it came in. Fiona at the main weapons console, fingers hovering over the triggers in case we’d dropped straight into trouble. Jessica at the navigation deck, checking our course and that we really had arrived where we were meant to be. 
 
    “This is it,” Jessica confirmed. “The system has a name of its own, but everyone always refers to it as the Velafar system. That’s what happens when there’s only one planet in the place that anyone cares about.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, I caught a flickering on the main screen, with its view of space in front of us, including the distant dots of planets and a sun. At the same time, a flicker of concern crossed Finoa’s face, followed immediately by the the stern resolution she showed when bracing for a fight. 
 
    “Weapons systems are registering other ships in the vicinity,” she said. 
 
    Sure enough, the flickers shifted and shapes emerged from the velvety fabric of space. One moment they weren’t there and the next they were, without anything seeming to move in between, as if they were always there, a part of the void surrounding us.  
 
    As they turned toward the Athena, their dark metallic shapes brightened, catching the local sun’s light on their edges. I made out the ghosts of swirling, feathered patterns, delicate and beautiful yet somehow predatory, etched onto their black hulls, nature at its most dangerous given shadowy form. Black glass reflected the Athena back at itself, the dead-eyed expression of ships that would give nothing away. 
 
    “Anjelica ships,” Jessica said. “Hardly a surprise, but hardly a warm reception either.” 
 
    Fiona leaned over her controls, fingers tensed and ready to fire. 
 
    “An ambush,” she hissed. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” I said, though it was a situation we had to be ready for. “Barbara, what do you think?” 
 
    Barbara’s chest heaved as she took a deep breath. 
 
    “I don’t think that they would attack us just for turning up here,” she said. “But, you know…” 
 
    She tapped her forehead, indicating her lost memories and all the uncertainties they created. 
 
    “Well, let’s move a little closer and see what they do,” I said. “Fiona, don’t go getting trigger happy, but be ready just in case.” 
 
    I touched my own controls, intending to nudge the Athena gently toward our hosts. The ship didn’t move. I frowned. 
 
    “Aelia, is there a problem with our systems?” I asked. “The controls aren’t responding to me.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, too long for the ship’s AI to still be thinking about its response. 
 
    “Aelia,” I said again, “what’s going on?” 
 
    “I am currently running diagnostics,” she replied, her voice warping like it was coming from a broken speaker system. “Please wait while I confirm the… and before we can… to be sure if…” 
 
    Her voice grew more twisted and incomprehensible, words mangled into an auditory mush. Then another voice started to emerge from the noise, jumbled sounds coalescing into a clear, powerful female tone. 
 
    “Who are you?” the new voice demanded. “What are you doing in this system?” 
 
    I stared at the screen, my gaze fixed on the closest of the anjelica ships, which had maneuvered into a position in the center of our view. Though I couldn’t be sure, the holes that had appeared on its surface looked a lot like weapon ports opening. 
 
    The others all looked at me. Fiona raised an eyebrow, but I shook my head. We had come in peace, and I wanted to keep things that way if I could, even if it meant giving away information about our situation. 
 
    “We felt a signal, calling us to Turgon,” I said. “We know that this connects to the anjelica and to the future, so we’re here to help.” 
 
    The other person stayed silent. Even the warped growl of static that had accompanied her voice faded away into nothingness. I pointed at a speaker and silently mouthed the word “working?” to Jessica. She checked a panel, then nodded. 
 
    I wanted to push things forward, to make our case and find out what was happening here, but there were times when silence was the most powerful form of communication. 
 
    We waited, and waited some more. The quiet was as ominous as the dark of space and of the ships’ weapon ports. 
 
    I muted my comms for a moment and turned to Barbara. 
 
    “Could you talk with them?” I asked quietly. 
 
    She bit her lip, then nodded. “I can try.” 
 
    I switched my microphone back on. 
 
    “Local ship, we have an anjelica with us,” I said. “I’m going to put her on now.” 
 
    Barbara took a deep breath, then leaned forward over her microphone. 
 
    “Hello there. My name is Barbara. I’ve been away for some time, but I can assure you, I am anjelica, and I’m happy to vouch for the people here with me. They saved my life, saved this ship from falling into dangerous hands, and have been helping innocent people around the galaxy. When Simon says that we’re here to help, he really means it. We all do.” 
 
    There was a second of stern silence, and then the voice on the other end of the comms started speaking again. This time, she spoke a foreign language, one that I couldn’t understand at all, a language almost beyond my ears’ ability to hear and recognize it as words. The anjelica language.  
 
    Barbara nodded, then responded in the same language. As she spoke she relaxed, leaning back in her seat and smiling to herself. The other ships’ weapons weren’t any less pointed at us, but perhaps something had been said that showed we were safe, or perhaps the simple process of talking in her own tongue was helping to bring back some lost part of her. Either way, my happiness at seeing that smile almost managed to edge out the tension I felt watching the screen. 
 
    After a brief exchange between the two anjelica, the other voice switched back from their language. 
 
    “You have permission to approach the home planet,” she said. “Follow us.”  
 
    Slowly, the velvety black ships pulled out in front of us and headed toward one of the distant dots of planets. I tapped the Athena’s controls, and we followed, accelerating into their wake. Though they were facing away from us, I didn’t doubt for a moment that weapons were still pointed our way. The anjellica had been through so many trials down the millennia, so many losses and threats, they could hardly fail to be paranoid. 
 
    As we drew closer, the planet grew in our forward view. It was a relatively small planet, rocky in form rather than gaseous. Its surface looked at first glance to be a mottling of orange and white, but as the view cleared I realized that this was almost entirely clouds, swirling above the planet’s surface. 
 
    This was it, the homeland of the anjelica: Velafar. 
 
    As we approached the planet, warnings sounded in our bridge. Lights flashed on control consoles, and an alarm sounded. 
 
    “It’s the atmosphere,” Barbara said, looking up from the sensor screens. “The ship thinks that it’s too dense, that it will destroy us.” 
 
    “Will it?” I asked. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” she answered. 
 
    I watched as the other ships vanished, one by one, into that atmosphere. Did they have special technology that would allow them to withstand the pressure? Were they leading us into destruction? 
 
    That made no sense. If they had wanted to destroy us, they could have fired on the Athena in space and not risked scattering burning debris across their planet. If they were bringing us in, then they were doing it for a reason, and that meant that they expected us to survive. 
 
    “We’re going in,” I said. 
 
    Gritting my teeth and clenching the arm of my seat, I steered us into the swirling clouds, exactly where one of the other ships had disappeared. Just as we were about to hit, the clouds parted. Alarms stopped screaming as a channel opened up for us, a tunnel of fresh air through the dense atmosphere to whatever lay below. 
 
    As we flew down that tunnel, we all stared around us, wide-eyed. The gap in the clouds was clearly unnatural, tiny glowing points marking out whatever field was holding the atmosphere and its pressure back. 
 
    “Magic, do you think?” I asked. “Or nanotech?” 
 
    “Most likely a bit of both,” Jessica said, a thoughtful look on her face. “I have clients who would pay a fortune for what our sensors are detecting right now.” She sighed. “It’s almost a shame we’ve left that life behind.” 
 
    Beneath the dense upper layer, we emerged into an atmosphere as clear as any I’d experienced on other worlds. Below us, the flight of the black anjelica ships had leveled out, and we followed their route, sweeping above a thriving metropolis. I slowed the Athena so that we could look out through the screens as we passed, seeing what lay below us. 
 
    We weren’t the only ones flying above the magnificent city. Cars flew along designated air lanes below us, their sleek shapes reflected in tall, glass-and-gold skyscrapers, widely dispersed instead of jammed in together.  
 
    There were some crowded streets on the ground below, but there were also exotic gardens, their plants bearing leaves that were green, golden, and blue, as well as fruits and flowers in more colors than I could count.  
 
    All across the city floor lay golden spirals, flowing with a strange energy that somehow glowed despite its darkness. Anjelica citizens bustled back and forth, some walking, others flying on broad, feathered wings. Groups stopped to talk on street corners, to watch entertainers, or to relax in the parks and gardens. 
 
    I had expected a bleak and terrible place, a planet that tested its inhabitants’ ability to survive, an atmosphere that would kill any outsider. Instead, what I saw was as beautiful as the anjelica themselves. 
 
    I caught Barbara’s eye. 
 
    “This is where you grew up?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose I must have done.” 
 
    Across the city, the spaceships flew toward a towering structure many times broader than the skyscrapers. As each ship approached, a gap opened in the front of the building. The ships didn’t even slow as they reached the building, just flew into the gaps and vanished into darkness. 
 
    Fiona looked at me nervously. “We’re not seriously doing that, are we?” 
 
    “When on Velafar, do as the anjelica do,” I said with a grin. I was even more confident now that our hosts weren’t leading us into a trap. 
 
    A portal opened ahead of us, and the Athena flew in, alarms blaring around the bridge again. Then suddenly, the ship went quiet and still, all momentum lost. Our ship lay cradled in a web of thick black netting in the center of a chamber unlike any other landing bay I had ever seen. 
 
    “How…” was all Fiona managed to say. 
 
    “Some sort of counter-momentum system,” Jessica said, rising from her seat and stretching like a cat, back shifting in a way that drew my attention to her curves. “Probably some sort of gravitational tech, or an energy-sapping spell.” She winked at me. “Again, I’d care more if I could sell it.” 
 
    A broad landing beam stretched out from the wall, forming a walkway to one of the Athena’s airlocks. 
 
    “Time to meet our new friends,” I said. 
 
    We walked down to the airlock. Fiona, Jessica, and I were all wearing exosuits, and we pulled up their collapsible helmets, complete with breathers, to protect us from any toxins in the strange atmosphere. Barbara, wearing only her short white dress and sandals, likely didn’t need to worry about the atmosphere of her own home world. 
 
    We opened the airlock and walked along the landing beam, me and Barbara in the lead, toward a broad platform at the side of the hangar. There stood a hundred other figures, all anjelica. They were dressed in a style of armored exosuit that I’d seen only once before, but that was etched forever into my mind; dark and elegant, with fluidly unsettling curves and exotic attachments whose significance I didn’t know. Compact packs were built into the backs of their suits which, to my surprise, didn’t show gaps for their wings. I wondered how they flew like that: hidden holes, perhaps, or were some of the Valkyries dedicated ground troops? All of them carried blaster pistols and swords, and they stood tensed, ready for a fight. 
 
    I stepped off the landing beam onto the platform, hands held wide and open to show that I came unarmed. The others fanned out to either side of me and we stood, still and expectant. 
 
    From the center of the Valkyrie legion, one figure emerged. Small golden streaks on her collar marked her out as an officer. Unlike the others, she wore her weapons sheathed. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, and risked a small wave. “I’m Simon Jackson, this is Fiona Bonecrusher, Jessica Norca, and you’ve spoken with Barbara, or one of your colleagues did. We come in peace.” 
 
    The officer strode toward me. Even by anjelica standards, she was stunningly beautiful, a rival for Barbara’s looks, but so very different. Her skin was a deep, warm brown, eyes dark and wide in a slender face beneath close cropped hair, and her exosuit clung close enough to hint at an athletic body underneath. Small gold studs ran up the edge of one of her ears. Full lips parted just a little as she reached out and pressed her hand against my forehead. Her touch was warm, firm but delicate, the tips of her slender fingers sliding across my skin. 
 
    A sudden shock raced through my system, a burst of strange energy rushing through me. The anjelica officer shut her eyes for a moment, then opened them and smiled. Whatever she had done, whatever she had sensed in me, it seemed to have satisfied her. 
 
    “My name is Evia,” she said. “Welcome to Velafar.” 
 
    She nodded to Barbara, then turned to the Valkyries and made a small gesture with her hand. In unison, they sheathed their swords and then slammed their fists against their chests, the hangar ringing to the resounding thud of their salute. There was a faint whirring sound, like a dozen mini jet engines taking off, and the air stirred beneath the slender packs on their backs. All hundred of them rose into the skies, lifted by compact jetpacks, and soared toward a gap that opened in the opposite wall. Flying in perfect formation, they swept out of the hangar and toward a skyscraper that stood tall against the city skyline.  
 
    Evia turned her attention back to me. 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you, Simon,” she said. “Barbara has spoken highly of you.” She nodded in greeting to the others, then gestured toward a door in the hangar’s rear wall. “Please, all of you, walk with me. Perhaps, as we go, you could tell me what you’re doing here.” 
 
    We walked out of the hangar and into another, larger one. This was clearly a military base, with warships lying in their cradles alongside batches of smaller fighters. Anjelica ground crew, their wings protruding from the backs of their overalls, climbed and flew through the webbing in which the vessels rested, checking mechanisms, loading weapons, and connecting fuel lines.  
 
    In a honeycomb of briefing rooms off to one side, pilots gathered around holograms of space sectors, while planners and commanders spoke.  
 
    There was an unmistakable tension in the air, the sense of a fleet preparing for war. 
 
    It was tempting to become distracted, to focus on watching the anjelica and learning what I could about them, but Evia had asked for answers, and under the circumstances, not giving them seemed dangerous as well as rude. I could trust Jessica and Fiona to notice the details I would have done and more, so I focused on Evia, something I was more than happy to do. 
 
    “I presume you know about the signal from the Turgon system,” I said. 
 
    “Keep talking.” Evia’s expression had grown stern again, her blankness giving nothing away. 
 
    “Me and some of my crew felt the signal, calling us to the Turgon system.” 
 
    Now a flicker of emotion crossed Evia’s face, and she glanced back across my companions. She was clearly taken aback that anyone other than Barbara on the crew had felt the signal. She quickly regained her composure and brought her attention to me, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “I’m an esper,” I explained. “So is Jessica. That’s why we felt the signal.” 
 
    “And why does any of that bring you here?” 
 
    “Barbara told us about the prophecy, and that it mentions a war between the anjelica and the voidtouched. She told us about the damage it will bring. We can’t let that happen to innocent people, so we’re here to try to stop the war before it starts.” 
 
    Evia sighed and shook her head. The studs in her ear twinkled in the light, and I realized that they were made of something more precious than mere gold. 
 
    “I admire your intention,” she said, “but this war can’t be stopped. The prophecy is very clear: once the signal is heard, it’s already too late.” 
 
    “We can’t just sit back and let it all go down,” I said, struggling to keep my anger in check. How could she be so blasé about this? Weren’t the anjelica meant to be the good side? “All that destruction, all that pain and death and loss. Whole planets shattered, whole systems even. You can’t just let that happen.” 
 
    “You think we’re just sitting back?” Evia snapped, and there was beauty even in her anger. She gestured around the hangar. “We’re not going to ‘just let that happen’. We’re getting ready to fight back. When those assholes come for us, we’ll hammer them so hard that creation will reel. It’s only by defeating the voidtouched that we can keep the universe safe.” 
 
    “What if the prophecy isn’t true? What if there doesn’t need to be a war, and you’re about to trigger one by treating is as inevitable?” 
 
    “The prophecy is true. Trust me.” 
 
    “Why would I trust that something is true when no one has provided any evidence? Why do you all have so much confidence in this prophecy?” 
 
    Evia stopped and stood for a moment, looking at me. She pressed her lips together, then gave a sharp nod and turned in different direction. 
 
    “All of you, follow me,” she said. 
 
    “You know that we already were, right?” Fiona said, just quiet enough that Evia wouldn’t hear, or at least could pretend that she hadn’t. 
 
    We followed Evia from the hangar into an elevator, which carried us down through the towering citadel, then across on some kind of rails. When it stopped, we emerged into yet another extraordinary space. It was a massive, elaborate chamber, somewhere between a palace and a church. Pillars soared to a high vaulted ceiling. Sunlight shone in through elaborate stained glass, scattering rainbow light across the floor. Stone statues gazed sternly down from pedestals, each of them dressed in robes and carrying books, scrolls, or pens, wings spread wide behind or furled in against their backs.  
 
    Following Evia, we strode down the magnificent hall until we reached a large, ornate door.  
 
    “This is amazing,” Fiona said, staring all around. 
 
    “I’ve got to admit, I am impressed,” Jessica said, then nudged Barbara. “I guess this is old news to you though.” 
 
    Barbara shook her head. “If I’ve been here, I don’t remember, which I guess gives one advantage to amnesia: I get to experience things like this for the first time all over again.” 
 
    “Velafar is a network of interconnected structures,” Evia explained. “That’s why we can travel directly from the hangars to this place, or to countless others scattered through this city and beyond.” 
 
    “And what is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “This is an archive, where all of our species’ data is kept. Every book, every survey, every fragment of information that the anjelica have recorded down the eons, there are copies of every piece of it here.” 
 
    She placed her hand on the door. A panel glowed at her touch, there was a click, and the door swung open. We stepped through. 
 
    Beyond the door was the more practical side of the archive. Anjelica archivists bustled frantically about, between towering rows of servers, shelves, and locked cabinets. Some carried stacks of books, others tablets that they pressed against the server stacks before staring intently at their screens. One of them opened a cupboard and pulled out something that looked like a wheel, but with strange objects bound in patterns to its thin spokes. Archivists gestured at scrolls and screens, nudged one another for attention, and spoke in the anjelica language, its sound tuneful, delicate, and impossible for me to follow.  
 
    The archivists closest to the door looked up as we entered. They all bowed slightly toward and Evia, and she nodded in response. Then they turned back to their work. Apparently her company was enough to justify our presence here. 
 
    Evia pressed a finger to her full lips, then nodded deeper into the archive. We followed as she walked through the stacks, archivists scattering before her. When we reached an empty area, she slowed down and spoke in a hushed tone. 
 
    “I’m about to show the origins of the anjelica,” she said, her voice soft and husky. “Only a handful of outsiders have ever set foot in these archives at all, and none have been where we’re going. Please show the respect this moment is due.” 
 
    “Of course.” I lowered my voice to match hers, and the quiet closed in around us. Despite the presence of the rest of my crew, the moment felt intimate, and we leaned in closer to speak. 
 
    “What do you know about us?” she asked. 
 
    “Not much,” I said. “You’ve always been shrouded in mystery, these distant figures glimpsed through myth. No one I’ve ever met knows how you came to be, or what makes you so unique among all the galaxy’s many species.” 
 
    “This is as it should be. And tell me, what do you know about the beginning of the universe?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I could start with an easier question?” 
 
    “Just answer. You can show off your flippant charm later.” 
 
    “You think I’m charming?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but she also smiled. “Just tell me, what do you know?” 
 
    “No more than anyone else.” I shrugged. “Most science says that everything started in one place, then exploded outward, creating the universe. Some religions have different perspectives, things with eggs and rocks and the severed genitals of gods, but I’ve never found any of that convincing.” 
 
    “There is some truth in what the scientists say, but it misses important things. The universe was once a dense ball of energy, compounded together in one place, just as you said. Then, one day, it started to beat.” 
 
    “Like a drum?” 
 
    “Like a heart.” 
 
    That thought was at once totally alien and utterly convincing. Was that because of the story it told, or because of how Evia told it? 
 
    “That beating grew and grew until it became the universe as we know it,” Evia continued. “The universe in which we all live.” 
 
    “So the universe is alive?” I asked. It was a beautiful image, but the poetry of it made me suspicious. Neat, elegant answers never turned out to be true, at least not in the places where I’d lived, the places where I’d killed. Reality wasn’t a place of perfectly poised stories. It was a crap shoot full of pain and loss, with only slim veins of hope and beauty running through it. 
 
    “Yes, it is alive,” Evia said. “But not like mortals are alive. You will have to alter your expectations.” 
 
    At the end of the hall we were in, past shelves of dusty documents to our left and winking stacks of servers to our right, was a marble wall adorned with carvings. They were as elaborate and finely made as I’d come to expect from the anjelica. 
 
    Evia pointed up to a figure, strong and noble looking, their simple features not giving away their gender or even what species they were. 
 
    “That’s how we represent it,” Evia said. “The universe. The first of the starbearers.” 
 
    I gazed up at the proud and elegant figure, then across the frieze to where another stood. They looked very similar to the first, only small details differentiating between them. 
 
    “And that one?” I asked. 
 
    “The universe was the first of its kind, but then a second starbearer was born.” 
 
    Behind me, one of the crew gasped. 
 
    “Hang on, hang on,” Fiona said. “Are you trying to tell us that there are two universes?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Evia stepped aside so that we could all see the carvings more clearly. Barbara reached up and ran a finger along the frieze, her eyes wide and lips parted. “When the second starbearer was born, it collided with the first. They encroached on the same space and could not find a way to separate from each other. Eventually, they became entangled.” 
 
    Evia looked longingly at the image on the wall, as if she wished that she could have been there, to see the world before the one in which we existed. 
 
    “While it’s a bit quaint, anjelica poets always say that the two beings fell in love. They fell into each other as surely as we fall into a beloved, and the anjelica are their children.” She sighed and stepped back. “That’s why we all felt the signal—because it wasn’t a signal, but another heartbeat, sounding through the universe. A third starbearer has come, as the prophecy promises. A fresh source of life, a fresh hope for the universe, and a fresh threat.” 
 
    “A threat?” I asked. “Why would that be a threat? I thought that the starbearers were the universe we live in. They’re hardly going to break it.” 
 
    “Because of the power it represents. The power to make life. The power to make galaxies. The power to rewrite the very rules of the universe. The war that’s coming isn’t just for its own sake, some chance for the anjelica and the voidtouched to settle old scores. It’s a war over the third starbearer, a being whose power could rival the universe itself. 
 
    “If the voidtouched get control of this force, then they’ll corrupt it and turn it to their own dark and selfish ends. A corrupted starbearer would devour the other two of its kind, ending the universe as they know it.” 
 
    I thought about Krahmin, the voidtouched boss of the Stardust Runners. He had incredible power and strength, more than almost anyone else in Myan, and he’d turned it toward running a crime gang. Not even running it benevolently, but with vicious cruelty and greed. He had no reason to want the universe to end, but I could easily see him drawing on dark and destructive powers, accidentally obliterating creation for the sake of a few more bucks. Then I imagined a whole army of people like him, bent on controlling the greatest power in the universe, and my blood ran cold. 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked. 
 
    “The new starbearer isn’t fully live yet,” Evia said. “Its heart has only beaten once, for the very first time. We need to get to it and stir it into life before the voidtouched can get there, or it’ll be the end of the universe.” 
 
    We stood in stunned silence, staring at her. We had known that we were coming here on a heroic mission, to try to save people from death and destruction, but this was taking things to a whole other level. I didn’t know if I was ready for the fate of creation to be in my hands. 
 
    Evia looked at our stunned expressions, and her own face softened.  
 
    “You need some time to process all this,” she said. “I’ll have you shown to accommodation. You can get some rest, talk among yourselves, and decide what you make of all this. If you’ve got yourselves tangled up in this business, then the whole future may depend upon you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what I’d expected our accommodation to be like; a golden palace, perhaps, or a luxury nest on the side of a skyscraper that anjelica would fly to using their wings.  
 
    The reality was closer to what I would have found in any normal city, but for the wealthy, high-end traveler: a hotel suite each, with en suite bathrooms, separate living and sleeping areas, and in my case, a balcony overlooking the city from the very top of the towering hotel. The view from that balcony was spectacular, the anjelica city stretching all the way to the horizon, and as I sat on one of the couches, I couldn’t help looking out at the sun sinking slowly toward the tips of the tower blocks. I didn’t even understand how its light got through the protective upper atmosphere layer—magic and nanotech again, probably—but the result was incredible, dark fingers of monumental architecture silhouetted against the golden disk. 
 
    “That was a hell of a lot to take in,” Fiona said as she sat in an armchair across from me, a coffee cup in her hands and her feet up on the coffee table. Like me and Jessica, she had changed out of her exosuit and she now wore cargo pants with a tight sleeveless t-shirt that accentuated the curve of her breasts. “Universes born and destroyed, ancient cosmic powers, battles against the voidtouched. Did you know about any of it, Barbara?” 
 
    Barbara sat next to Jessica on the other couch, her long, shapely legs stretched out in front of her. She lowered her glass of fruit juice and ran the tip of her tongue across her upper lip, then shook her head. 
 
    “One of your lost memories?” Jessica asked, and laid a hand gently on Barbara’s arm. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Barbara said. “Other things are coming back to me since we arrived here. I remember now how I was taken from Velafar when I was a child and raised elsewhere. This isn’t my home after all, any more than it is any of yours. Despite how I look, I’m an outsider here, just like you.” 
 
    As she spoke, her voice grew quiet and her wings pulled in closer behind her, like she was shrinking from the world. 
 
    “It’s OK,” Jessica said, and wrapped an arm protectively around her. “Just because you don’t belong with these people, that doesn’t mean that you’re alone. You’ve got us.” 
 
    Barbara smiled again, that beatific smile that could light up a room. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and squeezed Jessica’s hand. “That means a lot to me.” She looked at me and Fiona. “You all mean a lot to me.” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee, and Fiona did the same. It seemed a shame to spoil such a tender moment with talk of wars and broken universes, but the situation we faced wasn’t going to change without us facing it. 
 
    “So, the starbearers…” I began, but was interrupted by a knock at the door. “Alright, own up, who ordered extra room service again?” 
 
    We all looked at the litter of plates and cups lying on the coffee table, then at Fiona. 
 
    “Not this time,” she said, and held up her coffee cup. “I have everything I need.” She hesitated. “At least, I don’t think I ordered anything more. No point keeping track when you don’t have to pay.” 
 
    I frowned. We were in a strange city, and we knew there were hostile forces after us. I picked a steak knife up off of one of the plates, held it against my forearm, and walked over to the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked, one hand on the door handle and the other clutching the knife. 
 
    “Evia,” a familiar voice replied from the hall. “I’d like to talk with you.” 
 
    Knotted muscles in my shoulders relaxed. I tossed the knife back onto the table and open the door. 
 
    Like my crew, Evia had changed outfits since she saw us last. Instead of her armored exosuit, she wore a short white dress and sandals laced up her calves, much like the outfit that Barbara habitually wore. Her shape revealed by the clinging fabric of the dress, Evia was every bit as spectacular as I had expected, long legs running up to full hips, a narrow waist, and a fine chest. Her wings were tucked in against her back, the feathers a dusky gold. When she raised a hand, the muscles of her arm were in a perfect place between strong and shapely. 
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” I swung back the door and ushered her through. 
 
    “You’re all here.” Her smile stiffened, but she at least managed to be polite to the others. 
 
    “Did you not want to see the rest of your guests?” Jessica asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” Evia said. “It’s just that the current situation is a sensitive one, and I was hoping to speak with Simon alone.” 
 
    Fiona and Jessica both looked at me, but Barbara was already rising from her seat. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of serious business for today,” she said. “Too much, even. Let’s go see the rest of the city. Simon can tell us about this after.” 
 
    “Why not?” Jessica followed her toward the door. “I’ve never explored an anjelica city before, I want to see what those gardens are like.” 
 
    “And I could use another coffee.” Fiona pointedly downed the rest of her drink, then set her cup firmly down on the coffee table. She followed the others out of the room, pausing for a moment as she passed me in the doorway. She tapped the comms badge from her exosuit, which was pinned to her t-shirt. “Any trouble, call.” 
 
    Then she was gone, closing the door behind her, and Evia and I were alone. 
 
    Evia stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped behind her back and feet firmly planted, like a soldier on parade. She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Why don’t we take this out onto the balcony?” I asked. “Make the most of the view.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We strolled onto the balcony and stood for a long moment, hands resting on the rail, our arms almost touching. In the golden light of the evening sun, the city glowed and gleamed. 
 
    “You came to find me,” I said. “What would you like to talk about?” 
 
    Evia took a deep breath, and the rise and fall of her chest stirred me. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to fight against a woman who looked like this. 
 
    “I have to confess,” she said, “you and your crew aren’t just the first non-anjelica to see our inner archives; you’re first to hear any of what I told you.” 
 
    “I’m honored,” I said. 
 
    “And I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “The honor?” 
 
    “The secrecy. It’s forbidden for an anjelica to tell a non-anjelica all this. I believe that I did what was necessary, but in doing so, I’ve broken some taboos, and put some of our secrets at risk. If it got any further, that could cause big problems, both for me and for my people.” 
 
    It was a big ask, not telling people about something so important, so fundamental to the past and the future of the universe. But she hadn’t needed to tell us. She had chosen to, had given us her trust, and I had to respect that. 
 
    “I promise,” I said. “My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Really?” She raised an eyebrow at me, and a mischievous smile. “I get the impression that your lips are very busy.” 
 
    I laughed. “They have their moments, but that’s not why you’re here, is it?” 
 
    “My reasons are my own.” She looked away from me, across the city, and leaned a little lower on the rail, her back curving and wings unfurling just a little. One of her feet shifted, and I looked down again at those elegant, athletic legs. It took a lot of effort to bring my attention back to the issues at hand. 
 
    “What about the voidtouched?” I asked. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Don’t they know about all this? How do they fit into all of this anyhow?” 
 
    Still leaning against the rail, Evia half turned her body and looked up toward me. 
 
    “How much do you know about espers?” she asked. 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “That seems like quite an oversight, for someone who has the power.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I never really dwelled on it. As long as I could use my powers when I needed to, that was what mattered to me.” 
 
    “Some people might call that short-sighted.” 
 
    “I call it pragmatic.” I moved closer to her, only the thinnest space between our bodies. “Unless you think that we should all fill our heads with an archive’s worth of knowledge?” 
 
    “I’m not criticizing, just curious.” 
 
    “And is that curiosity relevant to our conversation?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I have knowledge that will fit perfectly with yours.” 
 
    “What espers are?” 
 
    “Exactly. Espers can tap into the power of the starbearers—or, at least, the energy that they give off.” 
 
    She touched my arm, the tips of her fingers trailing across my skin. I’d been touched by an anjelica before, when Barbara and I got close, but the distinctive tingle of Evia’s touch was still a rush, like electricity through my veins.  
 
    A breath caught in my throat, and her eyes widened as I gazed into them. 
 
    “I can feel the heat of your body,” she said, straightening so that she stood facing me. Her hand was still on my arm. “Just as humans give off body heat, the two starbearers leave behind a powerful energy field which some sentients are able to access.” 
 
    “My mind is full of a stranger’s heat?” I raised my eyebrows. “I’m not sure how I feel about that, and I still don’t know how the voidtouched connect to any of this.” 
 
    “I’m getting to that.” She turned and walked slowly back into the room, hips swaying. “The voidtouched draw on a different sort of energy. They take their power from whatever lies outside the starbearers, from the hollow void beyond creation as we know it. They grow more powerful as they tip the cosmic balance in the void’s favor. In other words, when our universe becomes weaker.” 
 
    “Our universe that they live within?” 
 
    “The paradox is delicious, isn’t it?” She glanced back over her shoulder at me, eyes shining. “But the consequences are terrible, because the voidtouched have always wanted more power.” 
 
    I smirked. “Can’t argue with that. The Myan mob boss I worked for was power hungry, him and every other voidtouched that I’ve known.” 
 
    “You’ve worked with voidtouched?” 
 
    “When I needed to.” 
 
    “And for voidtouched?” 
 
    “When I needed to.” 
 
    She shuddered and bit her lower lip. 
 
    “Does that mean that my soul is stained?” I asked, following her into the living room. “That I’m soiled goods?” 
 
    “Compared with this world, all of you outsiders seem a little dirty, but that might not be a bad thing. Clean living has its limits, and we need whatever resources we can find to fight this thing.” 
 
    I stroked my chin, distracted by another connection that I’d just made. 
 
    “So the voidtouched can become more powerful by changing the universe?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then can I grow more powerful too?” 
 
    “Aren’t you powerful enough?” Evia asked. “There’s clearly a lot of strength in here.” She stretched up to tap my forehead. “And here.” She tapped my bicep. “And here.” 
 
    She laid her hand against my chest and, even through my t-shirt, I felt that tingle again. I swallowed and stood for a moment, feeling the warmth of her hand against me, looking into eyes as dark and menacingly beautiful as the anjelica ships. 
 
    “More power means that I can help people better,” I said. “My people. Your people. Innocent people in danger from the universe’s cruelties.” 
 
    “It’s a good reason.” Her fingers trailed down my front, then away. “And yes, you can become more powerful. There are ways.” 
 
    We stood in silence as I contemplated what she’d told me, not just about my powers but about the universe and about what was going on here: the war between the anjelica and the voidtouched, the politics of the anjelica themselves, the taboos she had breached to work with me. It had been a dangerous journey for me and my crew, getting here, but she was taking risks of her own, and I needed to understand why.  
 
    Just how desperate was our situation? How desperate was Evia? 
 
    “If it’s forbidden to divulge this, why did you do it?” I asked. 
 
    “Remember when you arrived, how I touched your head?” She raised her hand as if about to repeat the gesture, but let her hand fall back instead. I caught it, fingers circling her wrist, and held it in place, palm extended. 
 
    “How could I forget?” I asked. “And what was that about?” 
 
    “When I touched your head, I scanned your soul,” she said. “It’s not something we always do, but it seemed important, given everything else at stake here. I was searching your soul for any signs that you meant the anjelica harm.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I didn’t find any. Your soul was clean. Everything I saw told me that you were good.” 
 
    “Clean?” I asked. “I thought you said that all of us outsiders were dirty, compared with you?” 
 
    She swallowed as she looked me in the eye, then laughed lightly. 
 
    “My metaphors are tripping over each other,” she said. “Can you be a good sort of dirty?” 
 
    “In some contexts, sure.” My empty hand hovered an inch from her hip. Was I reading this situation right? I was usually so certain, but there was a lot at stake here, too much to take a risk of causing offense to our hosts. And then I had another of those moments where distractions fell away and the logic of the situation clicked into place. “Wait, scanning my soul. You mean you read my mind?” 
 
    I let go of her wrist and took a step back. She had gone nosing around in my mind without asking, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. More urgently, perhaps, it raised questions about who she was and what she was capable of. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’d say I should have asked permission, but the safety of my people was at stake. I don’t take any risks where that’s concerned.” 
 
    I could understand that. Compared with my one previous encounter with the Valkyries, perhaps I should be grateful that she hadn’t sliced me open and left me for dead. 
 
    “Reading my mind sounds a lot like something an esper might do,” I said. “Are you an esper?” 
 
    “No. Not exactly.” 
 
    “In my experience, ‘not exactly’ is usually a liar’s way of saying yes.” 
 
    “I prefer to think of it as a way of drawing fine distinctions. We anjelica draw our abilities from the same source as espers, the starbearers’ power, so the abilities can look very similar. That doesn’t mean they’re the same thing.” 
 
    Like she’d said, it was a fine distinction. I might even have accused her of splitting hairs, if I was in a combative mood. But we were still trying to cooperate here, and I wanted to keep that up. 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “Any other revelations you want to share with me?”  
 
    “Might as well.” She straightened her spine and placed her hands behind her back again, standing tall and proud as she stared me down, scrutinizing my face and whatever showed there. “I’m not just an ordinary anjelica. I come from the royal bloodline, meaning that my lineage is directly traceable back to the two starbearers.” 
 
    I laughed, and she frowned. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “I just can’t imagine that there are any ordinary anjelica. You all seem so amazing.” 
 
    “On behalf of my species, I’ll take the compliment.” She smiled. “Though I can’t promise that the others won’t take offense at being laughed at.” 
 
    “Seems fair. And what does being descended from the starbearers mean in practice?” 
 
    “It means that my abilities are more potent than most anjelica, and that I’m not subject to the same laws. I have more liberty to do what I think is needed to protect my people, even to command them when the time for trouble comes.” 
 
    “Wait.” I held up a hand. “Are you saying that you’re a princess?” 
 
    She smiled. “Not exactly a princess, but I do have more political clout than some. That’s how I have the authority to ask you what I’m about to ask, what I came here to ask.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
    “Will you and your crew help us in our fight against the voidtouched?” 
 
    I blinked. I’d already got so used to the idea that we were friends with the anjelica, I’d forgotten that we weren’t exactly on the same side so far. They wanted to win their war against the voidtouched, while we’d traveled all this way to stop it. Those weren’t compatible goals. 
 
    But then, things had changed since we’d arrived here. The anjelica knew far more than we did about what was happening and why. They said that the war couldn’t be avoided, and we had to accept that, at least until we saw evidence otherwise. If we couldn’t stop the war, then the best we could do was to take the right side, in hopes of protecting innocent people from the darkness of the other side. In order to save the universe from destruction. 
 
    “The anjelica can count on our help,” I said. “If there’s a chance to stop the war without risking the universe, then we will. But from all that you’ve told me, fighting against the voidtouched is the best way to protect people, and that’s what we’re here for.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Evia’s hand touched lightly against my chest. “This means a lot to us. To me.” 
 
    “It must do, for a princess to come here on her own.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not a princess.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” I ran a finger along her jawline. “That’s the face of a princess. And you could ruin your royal reputation, visiting a foreigner alone in his hotel room.” 
 
    “My reputation will be fine.” That glint was there in her eyes again, the one that told me she was here for more than just politics. “Unlike some other princesses, I’m free to associate with whoever I want, however I want.” 
 
    “Even dirty outsiders?” 
 
    “Especially…” Her fingers stepped down my chest toward my belly. “Dirty… Outsiders…” She licked her lips. “You know, I saw some of your memories when I scanned your soul.” 
 
    “Really? What sorts of memories?” 
 
    She looked down and away, apparently a little embarrassed, but not so embarrassed that she took her hand off of me. 
 
    “Stimulating ones,” she said. 
 
    “You like stimulating activities?” I asked, leaning over to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “I’d like to be stimulated by you.” 
 
    She turned her head, and our lips touched, a light brush at first, then a deeper kiss, her tongue dancing with mine. Her hand slid further down my belly and past my waist, and I responded to her touch, stiffening for action.  
 
    I slid one hand around and pulled her against me, while my other hand cupped her breast, and I caught her lip lightly between my teeth. She let out a low moan of pleasure, Then wrapped her arms around me, crushing me to her with a fearsome strength. 
 
    My breath caught in excitement as our hands ran up and down each other’s bodies. I felt the heat rise inside of me. Evia grabbed the neck of my t-shirt with both hands, ripped it open, and tossed the tatters aside, then ran hot kisses across my chest with her full lips. I tipped her head up, kissed her on the lips, on the cheek, on the neck, down across her shoulder, nudging aside the strap of her dress. 
 
    She gasped in excitement and stumbled back against the wall, dragging me with her. I slid a hand down the length of her body, up her thigh and under the edge of her dress. I found the edge of her thin panties and pulled them loose. They slid down her legs, and she kicked them away, even as my fingers found the warm moist space between her thighs and glanced across it. She was wet for me already, and my fingers slid easily across her clit, drawing more moans of pleasure and a tighter grip from her hands as she pulled me close, gasping in my ear. 
 
    “Oh, yes…” she murmured. “Oh, that’s good, but still…” 
 
    She slid down the wall, running kisses down my chest and then my belly, until she was kneeling in front of me, one breast bared where a strap of her dress had slid down her arm, the cotton pale against her warm brown skin. She unbuckled my belt, unfastened my fly, and drew out my engorged cock. 
 
    “So these are the treats outsiders bring to us,” she said, one hand cupping my balls, the other forming a ring around the base of my cock. “Impressive.” 
 
    Her lips parted, and her tongue slid out, teasing the tip of my cock, making me groan in excitement and anticipation. She opened wide and slid down the length of my cock, taking every inch of it in. I laid my hand on her head as she bobbed back and forth, heightening my pleasure with every moment. 
 
    “My turn.” I stooped, scooped her up in my arms, and carried her to one of the sofas. I flung her down to lie there, then knelt at the sofa’s edge. I took one of her feet and kissed a toe exposed by the straps of her sandals, kissed her foot, her calf, ran a string of kisses up her thigh until I found the soft flesh at its top.  
 
    My tongue slid across her pussy, tasting the salt sweetness of her body, toying with the button of her clit. She moaned and arched her back, running her fingers through my hair, then looked down her body at me. Her breasts were fully exposed now, two beautiful orbs, her dress crumpled around her waist. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” she said. “Every last magnificent inch of you.” 
 
    I didn’t need any more encouragement then that. I cast aside my pants and climbed on top of her, face to face, then slid inside the tightness of her pussy. 
 
    “Oh, starbearers, yes!” she exclaimed. 
 
    I cupped one of her breasts and ran my tongue across the other one as I slid back and forth. Her legs wrapped around me and the two of us moaned in pleasure, skin sliding against skin, as our excitement grew. I leaned in closer, kissing her collar bone, while I reached around with one hand to grab her firm ass. 
 
    “My turn to be in charge,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    With a sudden twist and a warrior’s strength, she flipped me onto my back, then straddled me, knees either side of my waist and back straight as she sank onto my cock. 
 
    “That’s good,” she said, and her wings spread behind her as if in agreement. “Oh, yes, that’s so good.” 
 
    She rode up and down on me, faster and faster. My whole body tingled and I shuddered with pleasure as her fingers ran across my skin, that electric anjelica touch adding to the thrill. 
 
    Faster and faster she went. Her back arched, her wings went, wide, and her fingers tightened at the sides of my belly. 
 
    “Oh, sweet universe, yes!” Her eyes rolled back in her head as she cried out the last word. I felt her tightening around me as she came. I was so close that, with almost anyone else, that would have finished me too. But there was a pheromone that anjelica released during arousal, one that heightened both of our pleasure while letting me stay hard for longer. Even as she sank onto me, hands against my chest, gasping to catch her breath, I stayed hard, my body primed. 
 
    “You still want more?” she asked, staring wide-eyed at me. 
 
    “Is this all your anjelica boys can manage?” I asked. “Good thing you found a dirty foreigner then.” 
 
    “And what would the dirty foreigner like now?” she asked in a voice like honeyed wine. 
 
    I slid out from under her, took her hand, and led her toward the balcony. It was my turn for a mischievous grin. 
 
    “I want to watch the sunset,” I replied. 
 
    She let her dress slide to the ground, revealing the full glory of her naked body, as I brought her out into the fresh air. There was a risk that someone might see us, if an air car flew close past, but by the look on Evia’s face, that excited her as much as me.  
 
    She placed her hands on the balcony rail and lifted one foot onto it, her leg stretching out along the rail. She bent over, and I slid into her from behind, both of us groaning in fresh pleasure as I filled her once more. She leaned back toward me, her wings folding around my body, feathers stroking my skin. 
 
    I grabbed her hips and started to slide back and forth, faster and harder each time. She moaned in pleasure and looked back at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she hissed. “My filthy foreigner.” 
 
    The last golden rays of sunset shone across her face, illuminating the beads of sweat running across her neck and down the arch of her back.  
 
    I kept pumping harder and faster, my heart racing, my body throbbing, until one last glorious wave of pleasure crashed over me, even as she cried out and tightened around me again.  
 
    For longer than I thought possible, the two of us shuddered in joy together. I brought my hand up and around, grabbing her breast, pulling her back against me. I leaned in over her shoulder and kissed her fiercely on the lips. 
 
    Bathed in anjelica sweat and golden light, looking out across the most beautiful city I’d ever seen, I came harder than I’d ever come before. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mornings in the anjelica city were as beautiful as its inhabitants. Golden light gleamed off bronze spires, scattered through glass sculptures, and bathed the streets in its warm and energizing glow. Sleek flying cars and winged figures soared past overhead. Athletic people dressed in elegant outfits stood on every street corner, the tops of their wings framing faces that would have made any artist reach for their sketch pad. 
 
    Fiona, Jessica, Barbara, and I sat at a pavement café, beneath a set of sweet-scented trees. Sunlight through the leaves dappled the table and the smiles of my companions as we enjoyed the delicacies anjelica society had to offer. 
 
    Given everything else that we’d seen so far, it wasn’t a big surprise to learn that anjelica could do breakfast in style. There were delicate pastries and light slices of seeded bread served with creamy butter and mouth-watering preserves; wafer-thin slices of fruit, meat, and cheese; bowls of thick yogurt scattered with crunchy nuts and seeds. Coffee and tea came in silver pots, with delicate porcelain cups, frosted jugs of cream and milk, and rough cut cubes of brown sugar. Everything tasted as good as it looked, and it was a losing battle to resist eating more when there was so much in such variety. 
 
    In spite of it all, Fiona wasn’t satisfied. 
 
    “I want a proper breakfast,” she said. “Sausages, bacon, eggs, pancakes. Things that turn up hot and greasy. The sort of food that’ll actually fill you up for the day.” 
 
    Her smile told me that she was only half serious. Though her tastes had been shaped by rougher circumstances, she could appreciate what we’d been given here, as proved by the sandwich she was assembling with slices of cheese and spicy sausage. 
 
    “If we were back on Myan, you’d just be eating cereal out of a chipped bowl,” I said. “If you could find a clean bowl.” 
 
    “Hey, I kept my place livable! Just because you left it a mess when you visited, don’t put that on me.” 
 
    “I would have liked to see your lives back then,” Barbara said. 
 
    “They weren’t all that exciting. Trust me, you’re with us at a better time.” 
 
    “But if I knew you from back then, I’d know you better. I’d like that.” Barbara smiled bashfully. “You’re important to me.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand, and her smile grew less sheepish. 
 
    “Give it time,” I said. “We’re all going to keep getting to know each other far better. There’s nothing like adventure to forge those sorts of bonds.” 
 
    “Speaking of adventure, we’ve got company.” Jessica pointed with a butter knife across the leafy square. “And it doesn’t look like they’re here for the croissants.” 
 
    Sure enough, Evia was marching toward us, dressed in her armored exosuit and with a squad of Valkyries marching along behind. Their elegance only accentuated the sense of danger they exuded, dressed in their sleek armor and with their hands resting on their weapons. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said and waved a coffee pot. “Are you joining us?” 
 
    “Good morning.” Evia stood facing our table, feet firmly planted and hands clasped behind her back. Something hung on a strap from her left shoulder, but the bulk of it was hidden from view. “I have something for you.” 
 
    Her gaze met mine for a moment as she said that. I remembered her body, naked and dripping with sweat, heaving with pleasure, and I suspected she was hiding similar thoughts behind her professional veneer. 
 
    “We like presents,” Jessica said, pouring herself another cup of coffee. “Did you bring it with you?” 
 
    Evia clicked her fingers, and several members of her squad stepped forward. Each of them was carrying an exosuit in the anjelica style, dark and decorated with subtle swirling patterns. They had weapons as well: slender guns and swords with golden hilts. 
 
    “Try them on,” Evia said. 
 
    “What, here?” Fiona looked around. “Don’t you have a dressing room or something?” 
 
    “We can find somewhere more modest if you want, but I assure you, nobody here is going to be shocked to see an off-worlder’s underwear.” 
 
    “All right then.” Fiona kicked off her shoes, dropped her cargo pants, and started donning one of the suits. The rest of us followed suit, even Barbara, whom I hadn’t seen armor up before. 
 
    My suit fit me like a second skin, flexible black plates lying snuggly against my skin. I’d seen the work of tailors before, even bought a custom suit once when I was feeling flash, but this was a whole new level. 
 
    “Check this out.” Jessica took a carving knife from the table and ran it across my forearm, pressing hard against the armor. It didn’t even leave a mark. “We’re doing well here.” 
 
    Some of the Valkyries came closer, helping us to adjust our outfits to better sit in place, then buckling on our new weapon belts. Fiona pointedly took her retracting force spear and clipped it onto her new belt, beside the gleaming sword and the menacing gun. 
 
    Evia tapped me on the shoulder and nodded off to one side. I followed her, stepping outside the circle of Valkyries, leaving the others to delight in their new outfits. 
 
    “I have something special for you,” she said, and unhooked the strap from her shoulder. “One of our jetpacks.” 
 
    She held it out, a slender black box, slightly curved to fit against a back. It was amazing to think that something so small held the power to carry a person through the air. 
 
    I turned the pack over in my hands, examining its casing and controls, then slid my arm through one of the straps. Evia stopped me. 
 
    “You won’t need those,” she said, tugging at the other strap. “They’re for if you wear it with other clothes. Your Valkyrie armor has more secure fixings—I’ll show you.” 
 
    She unfastened the ends of the straps, which withdrew into the base of the pack, then stepped behind me. She pressed the pack against my back, and there was a soft click of fastenings. For a moment, her hand lingered against the small of my back, and then she stepped away. 
 
    “There,” she said. “It will hold in place through the roughest of flights.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I faced her, one eyebrow raised. “But what’s brought on this unexpected burst of enthusiasm from the anjelica authorities? I don’t imagine that you usually hand out your kit to visitors.” 
 
    “You’ll need it for the mission,” she said. 
 
    “I figured you’d say something like that.” 
 
    From mob bosses to mercenary officers, people I’d worked for had taught me the hard way that a gift like this was seldom just a gift: there was always work attached, and it was always dangerous. I stepped pointedly back inside the circle of Valkyries, so that my crew mates would hear what came next, and Evia followed me. 
 
    “What do you have in mind for this mission?” I asked. 
 
    “You remember what I told you about the starbearers?” she asked. 
 
    “Which specific part? It was a lot of history to take in at the end of a long day.” 
 
    “The part where we need to stir the infant starbearer into its full power, so that the voidtouched can’t get to it while it’s still young and fragile.” 
 
    The Valkyries turned to face outward, watching for anyone who might overhear us. Apparently, even in a city full of their people and tightly under control, they didn’t take any chances on who might overhear. My crew, in contrast, turned their full attention onto Evia and what she had to say. 
 
    “You want us to go wake up a baby universe?” I asked. 
 
    “Eventually. We need to make some preparations first.” 
 
    “Pick up some galactic diapers, warm up a milk bottle the size of the sun, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “It can be hard to tell when outsiders are joking and when you’re showing the limits of your minds.” Evia gave me a withering look. “Either way, this isn’t a funny situation.” 
 
    “I’ve got to disagree. The grimmer and more challenging the situation, the more we need laughter to stay sane.” 
 
    Evia raised an eyebrow. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “People’s lives are more fragile out there,” Barbara said softly. “It changes how you view the world.” 
 
    “I can accept that.” Evia gave a small nod. 
 
    Jessica had sat back down at the breakfast table and was pouring herself another cup of coffee. Even dressed in that menacing armor, she managed to look relaxed. 
 
    “If we’re not going on a diaper run, then what do we need?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s simple.” Evia smirked. “We need to gather the energy of a star being born.” 
 
    “Nothing big then.” Jessica’s voice dripped sarcasm, which Evia completely ignored. 
 
    “We’ll deliver that power into the burgeoning starbearer. The energy will stir its growth and make it strong enough to resist the corruption of the voidtouched.” 
 
    “Light burning away the darkness.” Jessica stirred sugar into her coffee. “How poetic.” 
 
    “I like poetry,” Barbara said. “And I like when reality fits its form.” 
 
    “Maybe we could stay on topic?” Fiona asked, tapping the tube of her retractable force spear against the palm of her armored hand. “There are a whole lot of practicalities I’ve got concerns about here, starting with how in all of creation we contain power like that.” 
 
    “The anjelica have the tools,” Evia said. “But we want you along for support. A variety of perspectives and skills will be useful if we run into something unexpected.” 
 
    “Translation: we’re cannon fodder,” Jessica said, pointing at the crew with her cup. “They’d rather risk our lives than those of anjelica.” 
 
    “No,” Evia said sharply. “You’re people who have proved your skills and your gift for tackling tough situations. We are risking plenty of our people on this mission, but I think they are more likely to survive the experience if you come with us. Is that acceptable to you?” 
 
    She stared at Jessica, who stared right back at her, two powerful women testing their wills against each other. 
 
    “Next question,” Fiona said impatiently. “How do we find a star being born?” 
 
    “That part has already been done.” Evia tapped the top of her chest, where the communicator was embedded in her suit. A hologram sprang into the air, images of stars and planets carved out of light, circling each other between us. She zoomed out until they became minute specks against a dark background, then reached into the star map to indicate a single dot. “This the Dredarian system—a new star and its system emerging. We can gather the energy we need there.” 
 
    I looked at the map and considered the task ahead of us. If the anjelica had the technology, then it all seemed fairly straightforward. Too straightforward to need us. 
 
    “What’s the catch?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe there isn’t one,” Barbara said brightly. 
 
    “Oh, there’s always a catch.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Evia tapped her communicator again, and the hologram disappeared. In place of the darkness of space, we were back in the idyllic square, the trees around us stirring in a refreshing breeze. “Because of the challenge of using our equipment and the turbulence of the new system, we’ll only have a few moments to capture the star’s energy. We need to get in fast, get the job done, and get back out.” 
 
    “Fine with me.” Jessica was reaching for the coffee pot again. It was a wonder she could even sit still. “I’ve done plenty of quick extraction jobs, and racing against a bunch of flying rocks doesn’t sound too bad.” 
 
    Evia picked up a spare cup and held it out across the table. Jessica hesitated for a moment, then gave a small smile and poured coffee into the anjelica’s cup. 
 
    “As you’ve probably guessed, it won’t be that simple either.” Evia took a sip of her coffee and nodded to Jessica in thanks. “Our agents have told us that the voidtouched know about the star and its use. They won’t just let us have it without a fight.” 
 
    Now the pieces came together. 
 
    “That’s why you want us along,” I said. “To help you out when things get messy.” 
 
    “It’s one reason, yes.” Evia took another sip. “The biggest one.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We’ll fly with you,” I said. “I’m not one to hesitate at the prospect of a fight, and neither is anyone else in this crew, right?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Barbara said indignantly. 
 
    “Hells no.” Fiona slapped her shortened spear against her hand. 
 
    Jessica just raised her cup and a small smile. 
 
    “Very well then.” Evia polished off her coffee and set the cup down. “We should prepare for action.” 
 
    “Right now?” Jessica asked. “Or do we have time to finish eating?” 
 
    “I still need to make some preparations. Please, finish your meal, then head for your ship.” 
 
    Evia nodded, the sharp, formal gesture of a soldier, then turned on her heel and strode away, her Valkyries following her. 
 
    I sat back down and reached for a slice of bread. All this talk of action had left me feeling hungry. It wasn’t a rational response, though there was an argument for fueling up before a fight. This was a programmed response, instincts from my days as a slave soldier kicking in now we were facing military action. When you were on campaign and didn’t know where your next meal might come from, you ate whatever and whenever you could, making the most of what was in front of you. You took life’s pleasures where you could, including a good meal. 
 
    “So, baby universes and newborn stars.” Fiona sat down but didn’t relax, her fingers tapping against the table. “This is a level above what we dealt with on Myan.” 
 
    “We knew that we were stepping up into something bigger,” I said. “At least now we have something to act on.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” Barbara said. “I’ve never seen a star being born before.” She hesitated, and a small frown creased her forehead. “At least, I don’t think I have.” 
 
    “None of you have heard of Dredarian before, have you?” Jessica said in a flat voice. 
 
    That tone made us all stop eating and turn our attention to her. She had seemed quite content to go to Dredarian while Evia was here. Now that she was in familiar company, things looked very different. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What are we missing?” 
 
    “Evia’s talk about turbulence was the mother of all understatements.” Jessica sat back in her seat, a pastry held lightly between her fingers, looking around at us. “The Dredarian system is a wasteland, a place of rocks and ruin, of tangled forces and unpredictable currents in the surface of space. The sort of place that can rip a spaceship apart like that.” 
 
    She yanked her hands apart, and her pastry ripped in two, scattering crumbs across the table. 
 
    “On the plus side, we won’t need to negotiate with the local authorities before we go in.” She dropped the remains of the pastry onto her plate. “On the downside, that’s because no one can survive there much more than an hour, and those that make it that long are the lucky ones.” 
 
    “You’ve been there?” I asked, hoping for some local insight. 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No, because I don’t act like an idiot. Or, at least, I didn’t until now.” 
 
    I looked at the remains of the pastry on her plate, its torn edges as ragged as a spaceship torn apart in an asteroid field, crumbs falling like dead crew onto the plate. It was too much of a haunting image for a breakfast food to bear it, and I almost laughed in spite of the horror. 
 
    “Maybe it would be too much for ordinary ships,” I said. “Good thing we’re not going in any ordinary ship.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Barbara said, pouring fresh coffee into Jessica’s cup. “Did any of the people who went there before have a ship like ours?” 
 
    Jessica pushed the pieces around her plate for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “As far as I know, no one else has a ship like ours,” she said. 
 
    “There we go then,” I said. “The Athena is tougher than other ships, and so are the anjelica vessels, that’s part of why the Valkyries are so feared. If anyone can survive the Dredarian system, it’s us, and as long as we’re together, I believe we can face anything.” 
 
    Jessica rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Fine, you win.” She picked up her cup. “Just let me finish this before we go. If we’re going into this sot of danger, I want my reflexes wired right to the edge.” 
 
    We finished our breakfast, then gathered our things together, including the clothes we’d discarded to don the Valkyrie exosuits. The others fell in behind me as I headed through the streets, toward the citadel that held our ship’s hangar. 
 
    Every step we took through the anjelica city revealed new wonders. Fountains that sprayed fine mists in a rainbow across the street. Bridges of gem-like glass crossing brightly lit chasms lined with shops and offices. Young anjelica racing each other through the air along routes marked out with floating buoys. It was strange to think that this joyful society also held the dreadful threat of Evia and her people, the killing blade hidden beneath soft cloth. 
 
    We entered the citadel at its base. There were security guards, but we had been cleared in advance and were allowed in after a swift bio scan. An elevator large enough to lift a tank carried us up through the building, past floors full of soldiers training, armorers readying their weapons, and mechanics preparing their vehicles  
 
    At last, we stepped out into the cavernous space in which the Athena sat, cradled by long, dark straps, a gleaming sculpture in bronze plates and blue glass resting on a velvety black. Anjelica engineers in overalls and tool belts stood around the docking area, pointing at the Athena and engaging in lively conversations. One was taking pictures, and another was sketching on an artist’s tablet. 
 
    Their attention added to my pride at the spectacle of my ship. Even professionals like these, who dealt with the impressive anjelica ships on a daily basis, took time out to appreciate the Athena. But I frowned as I got closer and noticed something amiss. 
 
    “Does that look different?” I asked pointing to a low bulge on one side of the ship’s bridge. “There’s one on the other side too.” 
 
    Fiona glared. 
 
    “It’s not just that,” she said. “Look at the thrusters, they’ve been reshaped. And I’m sure the lines of the hull aren’t the same as they were.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and glared around me. 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    With a flapping of wings, one of the engineers rushed over to us. He wasn’t smartly dressed—if anything, his overalls were more worn and stained than the rest—but he carried himself with the confidence of someone senior. He landed in front of me and held out his hand. 
 
    “Hi there, I’m Gabri. I’ve been in charge of the upgrades to your ship.” 
 
    “Upgrades?” I asked in a tone of steel. “I don’t remember asking for any upgrades. I don’t even remember authorizing you people to touch my ship.” 
 
    “Orders from commander Evia,” Gabri said. “She said to tell you that they’re another gift, and to stop scowling like a petulant child—her words, not mine.” He held his hands wide, palms up. “Don’t worry, nothing’s been lost, and I think you might appreciate some of what we’ve added.” 
 
    I forced the frown from my face. It wasn’t as if I could undo any of this now, and I had to admit, the anjelica were skilled engineers. There was no one better to improve the Athena, and it would be pointless to reject a chance to fly and fight better. 
 
    “Those are new weapons pods,” Gabri said, pointing toward the raised areas either side of the bridge. “Some new kit, and they’ll sync up with what you’ve already got to give you extra punch.” 
 
    He walked around the ship, pointing out features, and we followed. 
 
    “I’ve got to admit, she’s the strangest ship I’ve ever worked on,” he continued. “Not like anjelica tech, but definitely not a normal ship either. Whoever built her had a great eye for details, on the design as well as the practicalities, though of course, the two are connected. We had to be really careful not to mess with the outline too much, because she does some things that… Well, how familiar are you with the mechanics of space flight?” 
 
    “Not familiar enough to have this conversation now,” I said. “We’ve got to get out for a mission.” 
 
    “Right, yes, sure, or course.” Gabri’s wings flapped and he chewed on his lower lip for a second. “OK, layman’s version, we’ve upgraded the ship as best we could. There are improvements to your shields, weapon systems, and thrusters. You’ll have more speed and possibly some extra maneuverability, though I’d have to take her out for a flight to check that. I don’t suppose I could…” 
 
    “Not now,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Not ever,” Fiona said more sternly. 
 
    “Fine, fine, fine.” Gabri looked up at the Athena, and his enthusiastic smile returned. “The controls haven’t changed, except for additions to use the new weapons. You can just use her like you did before, and you’ll find you’ve got more speed, more power, more endurance, as if a ship like this needed it.” He chuckled. “Anything new, Aelia can talk you through. She’s one hell of an AI, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She sure is.” I stopped at the end of the boarding plank. “Alright, Gabri, thanks for what you’ve done. If it works out, I’ll be back to buy you a drink, and if it doesn’t… Well, you’ll probably never get to hear about it.” 
 
    “See you around.” He waved as I headed for the airlock. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    The doors of the airlock hissed open as my crew and I approached. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Aelia said. “I’ve had some work done while you were away.” 
 
    “So I hear,” I said. 
 
    “I can talk you through the specifications and repercussions, if you like. I’ve done a thorough internal analysis, and I’m positive about the results.” 
 
    “That’s great. I’d like to hear about it, but not until we get moving.” 
 
    I walked onto the bridge and took my seat in the captain’s chair. Fiona went to one of the weapons consoles, Barbara to comms, and Jessica took her place at the navigation station, where she rapidly started reading through the ship’s diagnostics. 
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Ready to fly to a nightmare system in a ship full of untested modifications?” Jessica looked up. “I guess there’s only one answer: ready as we’ll ever be.”  
 
    I started the engines, and we lifted out of the straps that supported us. In front of the Athena, a gap opened in the wall of the hangar, just the right size for us to leave. We floated forward, watched by the assembled anjelica mechanics, some of them waving as we went. Barbara waved back at the screen, though none of them would see her. 
 
    Outside the citadel, we accelerated upward, through the clear air over the city, then into a gap that opened in the thick, protective atmospheric layer. Beyond a tunnel of nanotech and magic, storms raged. 
 
    After a few minutes, we emerged into the upper atmosphere. The clouds closed behind us, hiding the truth of the planet behind an inhospitable veil. 
 
    The ship’s speakers crackled and Evia’s voice emerged. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” she asked. 
 
    “You know you didn’t have to hijack our comms this time?” I asked. 
 
    Outside, against the blanket of space, I thought I saw the outlines of black ships drifting, or did I imagine them? 
 
    “Are you ready?” Evia repeated. 
 
    “Ready as we’ll ever be,” I said and engaged the hyperdrive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat at the Athena’s controls, guiding the ship through hyperspace. The hum of the engines felt a little different from before, even quieter and smoother than it had been. Was it my imagination, or was I experiencing the difference that Gabri’s work had made? 
 
    I watched the world around us, as displayed on the main screen of the bridge. A small fleet of Valkyrie ships was flying in formation, black and deadly shapes against the flickering light of the background, the swirling and incomprehensible energy that was hyperspace. Beyond those ships, that light made for a beautiful sight, strange patterns shifting as we hurtled past on our way to Dredarian. 
 
    Fiona got up from her seat and came to crouch beside mine. 
 
    “I’m concerned,” she said quietly. 
 
    “About what?” I asked. We’d already talked about the risks of this mission and why it needed to be done. It wasn’t like Fiona to get cold feet. 
 
    “We’re likely to see some old enemies in the Dredarian system,” she replied. “People who’ve taken an interest in the Athena and in this struggle we’ve thrown ourselves into. What if they get to the star before us? Or what if they get in our way while we’re trying to carry out the mission? There’s a lot at stake.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll fight our way out of any trouble.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because this is a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “And we’ve always gotten out of the trouble we’ve found before, you and me.” I laid a hand on her shoulder. “Believe in yourself, like I believe in you.” 
 
    Fiona smiled at that and brought her hand up to touch mine. 
 
    “I feel safe with you,” she said. “Like I’ve got an extra layer of armor as long as you’re with me, an extra protection against whatever the universe throws up.” 
 
    “That’s because you have,” I replied. “Now let’s go find out what that universe has in mind for us.” 
 
    “Excuse the intrusion,” Aelia said, her voice emerging calm and clear from the speakers above our heads. “I thought that you would want to know that we’re approaching the Dredarian system.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aelia,” I said. “Alright, everyone buckle in. I don’t think we’re going to get the smoothest landing this time.” 
 
    Fiona went back to her seat, pulled out a set of straps, and buckled herself in. The others were doing the same. I found the straps on my own chair, drew them over my shoulders, and looked for a way to adjust them to fit me and my exosuit. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Simon,” Aelia said. “I will make adjustments once you’re buckled in.” 
 
    I fastened a pair of buckles on the front. Sure enough, the straps wound back in, until they pressed firmly against my body, holding me in place. 
 
    “Coming out of warp in three…” Jessica said. “Two… one…” 
 
    With a lurch, the Athena dropped out of hyperdrive. The field of fluid light faded from around us, to be replaced by the darkness of space. It took a moment for the hyperdrive energy to fully withdraw and the view around us to become clear. When it did, a spiraling disk of space dust became visible on the screen. 
 
    “Welcome to the Dredarian system,” Jessica said. “Exactly as pretty as you were told.” 
 
    I peered at the screen, while Barbara checked her sensors and Jessica watched for any problems with the switch back to conventional engines. Around us were the anjelica craft, all seven of them going through the same procedures, taking in their surroundings and reorienting to ordinary space. 
 
    As I watched more closely, it became clear that “space dust” wasn’t enough to describe what I was seeing. Amid the spiraling cloud of fine matter, rough, lumpy planets swerved through irregular orbits, their routes disrupted by the rubble in their path, chunks of rock constantly crashing into their surfaces. Between them, shards of rock thrashed around, bumping into one another and breaking apart. They gathered into temporary clumps, drawn in by the strength of gravity, then broke apart again as they collided with other groups. And at the heart of the destructive maelstrom sat a bright pinhole of light, the young star that had brought us here. 
 
    The intercom chimed. Apparently Evia was calling us instead of hacking our systems this time. 
 
    “Nice place you’ve brought us to,” I said once I’d toggled the comms. 
 
    “Nice won’t save the universe,” she said. “And it could be a lot worse.” 
 
    “Worse than a storm of stones that could tear us apart the moment we get close?” 
 
    “There could be other people here.” 
 
    I nodded at that. It was unlikely that anyone else we ran into around here would be friendly. At best, they would be bandits and outlaws, hiding out in an unpopular part of the universe. At worst, well… 
 
    I glanced at Barbara, who nodded. 
 
    “She’s right,” she said. “No other ships are close, for now at least.” 
 
    “I guess we get on with this, then,” I said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We need to go into that mess,” Evia said. “This was my idea, so the risk is on me. My ship will go in, and I’d like you to come in with us, to provide backup if anything goes wrong. The Athena is faster and better shielded than anything we have, so you’ll be better able to endure the dangers.” 
 
    “What about the rest of your little fleet?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ll stay out here and keep watch from a safe distance, in case anyone else turns up.” 
 
    Or in case the dust cloud trashed both of our ships, I thought, but didn’t say it out loud. We all knew what we were in for here. 
 
    “In and out, quick as we can,” I said. “No problem.” 
 
    “Exactly.” There was an edge of tension to Evia’s voice that she couldn’t quite conceal. “Once we’re close enough, I’ll capture the star’s energy and the mission will be complete. Home in time for more coffee and pastries.” 
 
    “Second breakfast. I like it.” 
 
    Evia severed the connection. I looked at the spinning mass of rocks again and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “Alright, everyone buckle up,” I said. “It’s going to be a rough ride.” 
 
    “Um, Simon…” Barbara tapped the straps already binding her to her seat. “We’re still buckled in from hyperspace.” 
 
    “Right, of course.” I laughed, and so did the others. Some of the tension faded from the bridge. “Alright then, Jessica, I want you on the weapons system alongside Fiona, destroying any rocks that might hit us as we the approach the star. I’d say to cover Evia’s ship too, but I think we’re going to have our hands full keeping ourselves safe. 
 
    “Barbara, keep an eye on the sensors, watch for anything strange and spot for any rocks the others might not see. Comms signals are going to go to hell once we get in there, so don’t bother monitoring that. We can’t do anything about new arrivals while we’re in there anyway. Whatever happens out here, we’ll deal with on the flip side.” 
 
    I set my hand on the controls, paused for a moment, then eased us forward. At speeds that could only seem slow against the vastness of space, we edged into the cloud. 
 
    Straight away, we started to feel the effect of our new circumstances. The Athena rumbled as the force of the cloud bore on the ship. Stones and streams of dust scattered off our shields, each one of them too small to do damage on its own, but together enough to apply some serious pressure. 
 
    A larger rock loomed ahead of us, a jagged, angular boulder spinning end over end. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Jessica said as she leaned over her controls. 
 
    On the screen, there was a beam of light from one of the weapons domes Gabri had installed, then a flash as it hit. The rock exploded, pieces flying off in different directions. A moment later, we hit the cloud of dust where it had been. There was a rattle of small debris hitting the shields, and then we were through. 
 
    I peered into the eye of the cloud, focusing on the young star, that shining point of light that held out so much hope for us. A darker shape moved through the cloud ahead of us, Evia’s ship flying through the debris field. It was larger than the Athena, and must have had a larger crew than us, though only Evia was known to me. How many Valkyries did it take to operate a ship like that? How many fearsome warriors would be ready to man the battle stations if we ran into enemies? More than I would want to face down the end of a gun or a blade, that was for sure. 
 
    As we got further into the cloud, the pressure on the ship grew more intense. Even with Jessica and Fiona frantically hammering away at the largest rocks, pieces were constantly slamming into our shields. I grappled with the controls, struggling to keep us steady as we steered deeper into the debris. 
 
    “Big rubble flow coming in from starboard,” Barbara called out. 
 
    I started adjusting our course. 
 
    “Not that way,” she said. “There’s no avoiding this one: better to steer into it.” 
 
    I turned the ship straight into a cloud of pale debris. There was a roar as it pounded the shields and I was shaken in my seat. The Athena bucked and lurched under the pressure. 
 
    “Hold steady,” Barbara cried out. 
 
    “Easier said than done,” I said. 
 
    “If you don’t, we’ll take the full force of this side on, and then we’re really in trouble.” 
 
    I bent over my console, hands dancing across the dials, steering the ship back on course every time it was nudged off, keeping our nose into the dust storm. The roaring intensified, and the shaking of the ship with it. The cloud started to spiral, and I swept us into that movement, steering deeper and deeper into the heart of the chaos. Then suddenly we were out, the roaring stopped, and a moment later, so did the shaking. 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” Jessica hissed. 
 
    “Is everyone OK?” I asked. 
 
    “Think I bit my lip.” She raised a finger to her mouth. “That’s going to sting.” 
 
    “Barbara?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Fiona?” 
 
    “Glad I was strapped in.” She leaned over her controls. “Hang on…” 
 
    She pulled a trigger, and a beam of light lanced from one of the weapons pods. Off to our left, a rock exploded into dust and small pieces. 
 
    The intercom chimed. 
 
    “Evia, how are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    The speakers hissed, groaned, spat out a few fragments of words. 
 
    “…broken and… having to… only chance is…” 
 
    It was Evia’s voice, urgent and intense, but fractured and distorted. 
 
    “Can you clear that up?” I asked Barbara. 
 
    “Sorry, no. Either their transmitter’s damaged or the debris is stopping the signal getting through. Maybe both. 
 
    “…been hit, hard…” Evia continued. “…thought we could… then we had… massive hole in the hull, and now we’re losing…” 
 
    Something tumbled into view. Jessica snatched at her controls, aiming her weapon. 
 
    “Why didn’t that show up on the rock scans?” she asked. 
 
    “Because it’s not a rock.” Barbara’s voice sounded wrong, low and lost. On a corner of the main screen, she zoomed in on the flying object, revealing the body of a dead anjelica, dressed in the black of the Valkyries, broken wings streaming out behind him. “And it’s not the only one.” She shut off the zoom and brought up the main view, with a set of rings marking out objects that I’d taken for debris. “They must have been sucked out through the hull breach.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I hit an accelerator, pushing the Athena into high gear, increasing speed as I rushed deeper into the debris cloud. There were flashes as Fiona and Jessica fired their weapon arrays. “Barbara, find me that ship.” 
 
    Barbara brought an icon up on the screen, a silver targeting circle around the dark shape of the anjelica ship. I steered toward it, the Athena roaring and rattling as we swept through clouds of dust and debris. 
 
    There were more bodies in space as we got closer, and more rocks as well. I had to slow and steer a careful course to reduce collisions. On screen, the ship grew larger and the view of it clearer, revealing a huge gash down one side where a large rock had ripped them open. 
 
    “Evia?” I called into the comms. “Evia, can you hear me?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Getting survivors from that ship isn’t going to be easy,” Fiona said. “If there are any.” 
 
    I needed to think fast. The Valkyrie ship was effectively dead in space, unable to avoid or destroy incoming rocks. 
 
    “If Evia isn’t dead already, she’s probably passed out from the impact,” I said. “We can’t leave her like that.” 
 
    I unbuckled myself from my seat. 
 
    “Fiona, you take the helm,” I said. “I need you to keep the Athena close to Evia’s ship.” 
 
    “Why, where are you going?” she asked as she took my seat and buckled herself in. 
 
    Another cloud of rubble shook us, and I braced myself against the back of the seat. As soon as it had passed, I tapped a button on my collar, bringing up but not yet closing off a collapsible helmet, and picked up the Valkyrie backpack Evia had given me. My hand tightened around it at the memory of her hand on my back. 
 
    “I’m going to save Evia,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to do what?” Jessica snapped, still hunched over her console, desperately blasting away at incoming rocks. 
 
    “I’m going to leave the Athena and brave the dust cloud,” I said. “It’s the only chance anyone on that ship has.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” Fiona said. “You’ll just get yourself killed too.” 
 
    “It’s very brave,” Barbara said, looking at me wide-eyed. “But it’s also a terrible idea. Throwing your life away won’t help anyone else.” 
 
    “Look, I can’t ask any of you to do it,” I said, “but this is important to me. Besides, I’m an Esper. I can use my powers to push aside some of the dust and rubble, giving myself a clear path. I’ll get through where someone else would be shredded.” 
 
    “That’s not filling me with confidence,” Fiona said. 
 
    The ship shook again, then steadied. 
 
    “If I’m going to do this, I need all of your help,” I said. 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “Alright, fine, I’m doing this, and I want your help. Fiona, you need to pilot the ship, keep her as close to in place as you can, so that I can get back, but don’t be stupid about it, steer clear if anything really deadly comes in. Barbara, I’ll need you to protect both ships from debris with the weapons system.” 
 
    “Me?” Barbara said. “Surely the others have more experience.” 
 
    Even as she said it, she was getting out of her seat and heading for a weapons console. She trusted me, and that meant a lot; she just wanted to understand the plan. 
 
    “Fiona’s flown the asteroid fields around Myan, she’s got the best skills to pilot here, and Jessica can use her esper powers to pull me and any survivors back onto the Athena. That leaves you on guns.” 
 
    “Remember,” Jessica said, “my powers aren’t as strong as yours.” 
 
    “You’ll do great. I’ll reach out to your mind with my own powers when I’m coming back, so that you know when to pull me toward the ship.” 
 
    “I’m really not sure I’m strong enough to do this. It’s one thing to throw a few balls around, but for your life to depend on my powers…” 
 
    “You are strong enough. You’ve been training for months, and this is the time to use that training.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Please, we don’t have time for doubts right now. Just believe in yourself like I believe in you.” 
 
    She gave a small smile. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do my best. You go. Try not to get pulverized by pieces of space rock.” 
 
    I strode out of the bridge and down to the airlock. Along the way, I fixed the jetpack onto my back and brought the visor down on my helmet, closing me safely inside. The exosuit had its own air system and temperature regulation, which should keep me safe in space long enough for what I had to do.  
 
    At least, I hoped it would be long enough. 
 
    I opened the airlock and walked in. Through a window at the far side, I saw the swirling of dust and the wrecked hull of the Valkyrie vessel beyond. I closed the doorway and paused for a moment, bracing myself. This might be the craziest thing I’d ever done. Was I really going to risk everything for Evia? 
 
    Not just for Evia, for the sake of the universe. Though Evia would have been reason enough. I pressed a button and, with a hiss, the outer door of the airlock opened. 
 
    Clouds of dust immediately flooded the compartment, threatening to sweep me off my feet. I used a handle on the wall to steady myself, then summoned my esper powers. Dust scattered as I reached out with my mind, pushing pieces away, creating a safe path. I shoved off from the wall and out into space. Behind me, the airlock thudded closed, severing me from shelter and the safe embrace of my ship. 
 
    Kicking off with both feet, I pushed away from the Athena, then triggered my anjelica jetpack. A sudden force jerked at the back of my exosuit, then flung me faster across the gap, flying toward Evia’s ship. 
 
    I didn’t have much time. The storm of stones hadn’t relented just because it had trashed one ship. The Valkyrie vessel was constantly getting hit by more debris, and there were no shields left to protect it.  
 
    As I approached, a strip of the hull was torn away, followed by a section of exposed deck. Even with Barbara taking out the biggest incoming rocks, The whole thing would soon be destroyed.  
 
    Dodging rocks and other debris, I swept across the gap between the ships. I was intensely aware of how vulnerable I was. The best exosuit in the universe couldn’t save me if I was hit by one of the bigger chunks of hurtling rock, and if I was swept away into the debris field, it would be virtually impossible for the others to find me. I sped up then slowed down, veered to left and right, as I dodged the worst threats—or at least the worst ones I could see. 
 
    At last, I reach Evia’s ship, landing on a section of exposed deck. There was still some of the ship’s artificial gravity at work here, enough for me to find my footing. Ahead of me, atmosphere was leaking out through a crack at the edge of a crumpled door.  
 
    Using my esper powers to give me extra strength, I pried the door open just enough for me to get through. Air streamed out, and I had to push against it to get through.  
 
    Inside, I pulled the door shut again as best I could. If there was atmosphere in here, then it might be the best chance any remaining anjelica had of surviving. Still, I wasn’t going to risk my own safety on that tenuous situation, and I kept my helmet closed. 
 
    I strode down the corridor. Loose wires sparked and flashed around me, the ship’s systems torn open by the shaking as the rocks hit. That shaking came again, along with an almighty clang and a shrieking of torn metal as another section of hull was ripped away. I braced myself, but apparently the impact hadn’t struck this section, and the atmosphere remained. 
 
    In the background, a crackling voice emerged from speakers, a remnant of an AI system droning on about the breach in the hull, far too late to warn anyone.  
 
    I called out as I walked down the corridor, stopping at every junction and open door to look around, hoping to find survivors. If there were any, then they weren’t in this area. 
 
    At last, I came to the doors of the bridge. Some ship system had sealed them shut, and I had to spend vital minutes arguing with the AI, persuading it to override protocols, while the alarm kept blaring and the whole ship shook from repeated impacts. 
 
    When the door finally opened, there was a rush of air, flowing from the corridor around me into the bridge. It was immediately obvious why. The front of the bridge had been smashed by an impact, metal crushed and bent, leaving a dozen gaps for air to leak from. It was hissing out now, leaving the room with almost no atmosphere. 
 
    Half a dozen anjelica were scattered around the bridge, and I could tell straight away that most of them were dead. Two had been half crushed by the impact that smashed the place open, their bodies mangled and broken. Two more had been pierced by chunks of flying metal, one with her head half cut off by a piece of hull plate, the deck around them painted with blood. The fifth had been wrenched around by some impact, his neck broken as he fell. 
 
    The only possible survivor sat unconscious in the captain’s chair, her head hanging limp and a metal briefcase clutched in her lap. It was Evia. 
 
    I strode over and felt her neck. There was a pulse, still steady, though she didn’t stir when I touched her. Her fingers were tight around the case, which was strapped to her wrist. It had to be the vessel intended to hold the star’s energy. 
 
    I pressed a button on Evia’s collar and a helmet emerged, enclosing her head. The faint hiss of air filling her suit followed, to my huge relief. If that had been broken, I had no idea how I would have got her out. Then I unfastened the belt holding her in her seat and picked her up in my arms, with the case in her lap. 
 
    The ship shook at another impact. A chunk of the twisted petal at the front of the bridge heaved and then fell away. The air was sucked out after it. 
 
    I looked back. I could risk a journey back the way I’d come, through a ship that was falling apart, or… 
 
    I bent my legs, then kicked off, flying out through the hole in the front of the bridge. 
 
    Coming out this way, I wasn’t facing the Athena. Instead, through a chance gap in the debris field, I saw what was happening beyond. A massive, dark battleship was lumbering out of space and into the Dredarian system, toward the anjelica ships at the edge of the dust cloud. Its guns shone as they fired, and the anjelica ships fired back.  
 
    The voidtouched were here.  
 
    I had no time to worry about that now, and no way of changing it. Instead, I focused on what I could do, reaching out with my esper powers. I found the familiar shape of Jessica’s mind, tried to speak to her, but managed only a brief connection. 
 
    It was enough. After a moment, I felt a tugging sensation, drawing me around the outside of the shattered ship like I was a toy on the end of a string. Holding Evia tight, I let that power lead me, drawing me out into space and toward the Athena. 
 
    The debris was still all around us, some of it flying past at terrifying speeds. The wreck of Evia’s ship protected the two of us from one side, but from every other direction, danger kept coming. I used the rockets of my jetpack to steer away from the biggest threats, and my esper powers to repel what I could, but stones still rattled off my exosuit, stinging as they hit the softer joints, and I clenched my teeth as I waited for the sound of a hole tearing open and my air leaking out into space. 
 
    It never came. Dragged by Jessica’s power, we reached the open airlock of the Athena and drifted in. With my hands full of Evia, I used my head to press the emergency closure button. There was a clang as the exterior doors slammed shut, then a hiss of air flooding into the room.  
 
    Artificial gravity took hold, and my feet pressed against the floor. Evia’s weight dragged at my shoulders, but I held her up still. Just a little further. 
 
    The inner door of the airlock opened, and I stepped through. I set Evia down on the floor and opened up my helmet. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how stale my air supply was becoming until I breathed the fresh air of the Athena again. The taste of it revived my flagging energy. I looked up and saw Jessica leaning against the wall. She was pale and trembling, her blue hair plastered to her forehead, felinx ears drooping.  
 
    “That was a lot,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Thank you.” I hugged her. “We never would have made it back without you.” 
 
    Evia groaned. One hand went to her neck. I was so relieved to see her move that I didn’t realize for several seconds what she was trying to do. I leaned over and found the button on her collar. Her helmet, whose visor had become smeared with dust on the way over, slid back, revealing her face. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. She sat up and looked around. “Is this…” 
 
    “Welcome to the Athena,” I said. “Sorry it took such a rough ride to bring you here.” 
 
    She looked at me, her face grim. 
 
    “The voidtouched are here,” she said. “I can feel their presence, and they’re shooting to kill.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I ran down the corridor, Jessica and Evia behind me, rushing toward the bridge. The voidtouched were coming for us, and we needed to be at our places to meet them.  
 
    As we raced down the Athena, the rapid echo of our footsteps was interrupted by the sudden blaring of a siren and the flash of a crimson light. 
 
    “Alert, alert!” the siren wailed. “Battle stations! Battle stations!” 
 
    “No need for that, Aelia!” I shouted over the din. “We all know.” 
 
    “Would you like me to switch off the alert?” Aelia’s usual calm voice sounded strange when mixed in with the abrupt urgency of the alarm. 
 
    “Yes please,” I said. 
 
    “But what if there are crew members who don’t know about—” 
 
    “We only have four crew, and the other two are on the bridge. They know!” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    The wailing stopped and the light returned to normal, just as we reached the door to the bridge. It hissed open, and we stepped through. 
 
    Fiona and Barbara were standing over one of the consoles, talking about trajectories and ranges. They looked around as we strode in. 
 
    “What counts as battle stations?” Fiona asked, raising an eyebrow. “Aelia didn’t give us a lot of specifics.” 
 
    I glanced around the bridge, considering the crew I had available, their skills, and the tasks we needed to cover between us. 
 
    “Jessica, Barbara, you get on the weapons systems,” I said. “Fiona, navigation. I’ll pilot.” 
 
    “What about me?” Evia asked. Though she had been unconscious only minutes before, she stood proud and strong, and her tone excluded any possibility that we wouldn’t make use of her skills. 
 
    “Have you got a communicator connection to your ships?” I asked. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Then call them, find out what’s been happening and what their current position is. Our best option is to support whatever strategy they’ve got going on.” 
 
    Evia tapped her chest where the comms device was stored. 
 
    “Commander Evia to Commander Velas, what is your current status?” The only response was a hiss of static. Evia frowned. “Evia to Velas, I repeat, what is your current status and that of the rest of the battle group?” Again, there was no response. She tapped her suit again. “Evia to all battle group captains, someone please respond with a status update.” 
 
    The hiss of static made my skin crawl. 
 
    Evia slid into the seat at the bridge’s main comms station. Slender fingers danced across the controls, tapping against screens to make a connection between her device and the Athena, and so to boost her message. 
 
    “Evia to all commanders of vessels in the Valkyrie battle group, report immediately. What is your status?” 
 
    Amplified by Athena’s speakers, a wave of static filled the bridge. Still there were no voices. Evia shook her head. 
 
    “What’s happening out there?” she asked. 
 
    At my console, I zoomed in on a part of the view displayed on the main screen. An indistinct black shape, barely visible against the dark of space, revealed itself to be not one object but a scatter of them, a field of debris expanding out from where a ship had been destroyed. 
 
    “We’re too late,” I said. “The voidtouched have destroyed the other ships.” 
 
    “That can’t be,” Evia said, fingers still rattling across the comms console. 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s true.” With a flick of her hand, Fiona brought a section of a sensor scan into the corner of the main screen. “Our radar only detects one ship, and it’s coming right toward us.” 
 
    Using the radar for guidance, I turned the Athena to face the incoming ship. As the view on the main screen shifted, a vast hunk of gray metal loomed into view. Some of the anjelica ships that had flown here with us had been large, fully crewed warships with impressive weapons arrays and the other equipment needed to fight long campaigns, but this thing was a whole other level, so vast that it blotted out part of the star field with its bulk.  
 
    Where the anjelica ships had been sleek and elegant, this thing was bulky and angular, built with no interest in style or aerodynamics. It looked as though a city’s worth of tower blocks had been bundled together, wrapped up in arches from old cathedrals, and covered with ugly, snub-nosed gun batteries. It had to have ten times as much weaponry as we did; enough to wipe out five Valkyrie warships in the time it took us to escape the debris field. 
 
    As a connoisseur of spaceship design, I was genuinely impressed: this was the ugliest one I had ever seen. 
 
    The voidtouched ship flew toward us. It wasn’t moving fast, and its scale made it seem slower than it was, but still, it wouldn’t be long before it was close enough to do us some serious damage. There were scars across its front where the Valkyries had fought back, a few surfaces ripped open by torpedoes or painted with the dark streaks of laser scars, but if it had taken serious damage, then it wasn’t showing. 
 
    “They’re going to crush us,” Barbara said. 
 
    “Not necessarily.” I watched as a stray rock from the debris cloud smashed into the hulk’s surface, leaving armored plates buckled from the impact. “Sure, it’s tough, but we’ve got more agility, and bigger isn’t necessarily better out here.” 
 
    I was forming a plan: vague and flawed, but better than nothing, and certainly better than our enemies’ apparent idea of flying straight at us and counting on brute strength. 
 
    “We’re going to evade,” I said. “Dodge that hulk and get back into the debris field.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Evia gaped at me. “That place destroyed my ship, killed my crew.” 
 
    “It almost did for us as well,” Fiona said. “There has to be a better way.” 
 
    “No, it makes sense,” Jessica said. “We can dodge a lot of the debris, but that’ll be a lot harder for them. They’re too big and too unwieldy.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “We’ll focus more on preventing debris damage to the Athena than on firing at the enemy. If they want to deal with us, then they’ll have to follow us in there, and the dust cloud and debris will do the damage for us.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Fiona stared intently at the navigation console as she started plotting our course. “Because if not, we’re about to be smashed by the system and that ship at the same time.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s right,” Barbara said, smiling despite the danger. “When has Simon ever steered us wrong?” 
 
    I dreaded to think what Jessica might have to say about that, but fortunately she was too distracted to jump on the opportunity. The voidtouched ship was closing in, and she was busily familiarizing herself with our upgraded weapons systems, asking Aelia quiet questions while surveying the controls. 
 
    Taking control of the helm, I steered us along the course that Fiona had mapped out, into the debris field. Rocks hurtled past and dust swirled around us. Fiona had done her best, but there were no safe paths here, only bad and worse.  
 
    I just had to hope that my idea wasn’t the worst of all. 
 
    I jerked the control column to left and right, steering us out of the path of oncoming boulders, around densely packed clusters of rocks, and through the looser edges of dust clouds that could hide unseen dangers of their own. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Evia said, looking down at a sensor array. “We’re about to come under fire.” 
 
    On a screen at the side of the bridge, a view from rear cameras showed the voidtouched war hulk following us into the debris. Its pilot didn’t try to dodge the rocks, an impossible task with a ship built like that. Instead, they relied on firepower to take out most of the dangers, and on the sheer bulk of the vessel to withstand what got through. Guns blazed along the hulk’s flanks, and shields flashed as rocks crashed against them. A raised pillar carrying communication dishes and sensor arrays was torn away, reduced to mangled girders and flying debris, but I had little hope that it would stop the enemy seeing us: a dozen more arrays still bristled from different points on the hulk’s hull. 
 
    Despite our differences in agility, the hulk was catching up with the Athena. Our twisting path through the debris field was slowing our progress, while their bulldozer approach let them keep coming on uninterrupted. As Evia had noticed, now that they were getting close to us, they’d turned several front weapons systems to point in our direction. Gun mountings like turrets of ancient tanks, but with guns twenty times the size, slowly ground around until they faced us. 
 
    Flashes announced the firing of those guns. Shells loaded with chemical explosives shot through space, leaving gaping tunnels in the dust cloud as they flew past us. There were a few explosions as they struck lumps of flying rock, but most disappeared into the cloud without leaving a trace. 
 
    “They’re adjusting their aim,” Evia said. “New volley incoming.” 
 
    As the guns flashed, I pressed at the controls, flinging us off the path we had been on. The guns were more accurate this time, but I had us out of the way before they hit. There was an explosion to one side, as one shell hit a nearby rock, and flying debris shook the Athena, but we kept going. 
 
    “Enough of this shit,” Jessica said. “It’s time for us to hit back.” 
 
    Her ears were perked up, the sign of a predator on the prowl. Nimble fingers danced across the controls of our weapons systems as both she and Barbara turned their weapons to target our pursuers. 
 
    “Torpedoes launching,” Barbara announced. 
 
    Fresh channels of darkness were carved through the dust as our torpedoes hurtled toward the hulk. Defensive weapons blazed across its front, rail guns spraying ammunition wildly into the void. There were flashes as torpedoes were hit and exploded: one, two, three, four. The fifth and final torpedo looked as though it was about to get through, but at the last minute a shot glanced off its shell and it jerked out of its course. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Barbara said. “Let me try again.” 
 
    “Me first,” Jessica said. 
 
    Her finger tightened on a trigger. Recently installed weapons domes turned, glowed, then fired. Lasers lanced through the darkness. The first two shots missed, but the third hit one of the weapons turrets. There was a bright flash, then chunks of metal went flying from the front of the ship as the turret’s own ammunition stores ripped it apart. 
 
    “Yes!” Jessica punched the air. “That’ll teach you creeps to mess with us.” 
 
    “Well done,” I called out, while the others cheered. 
 
    She fired again, and this time found her mark on the first shot. A turret exploded, and its gun slammed into the next turret over, crumpling that into a mangled mess. 
 
    I pulled hard on the steering column, pulling us clear as another barrage of fire erupted from the hulk’s main guns. Space was a whirl of chaos around us, a place of dust, rocks, debris, and flying shells. Smaller pieces ricocheted off our shields, and larger ones came too close for my comfort, but I kept flying as fast as I could, desperate to stay ahead of the voidtouched ship. 
 
    A larger rock, big enough that it could have started out as a small moon, loomed ahead of us. I kept on a straight course, heading right for it. 
 
    “Simon, you see that, right?” Fiona called out in alarm. 
 
    “I do,” I replied. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something about it?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    I kept my course straight. I was taking a gamble on how fast we could turn compared to the hulk. I just hoped that it paid off. 
 
    The moon loomed larger and larger. I could see craters on its surface and dust fountaining up as flying rocks struck. I was almost out of time to turn aside. 
 
    Behind us, the hulk turned. With a flick of the wrist, I turned us away too, skimming across the moon’s surface in the opposite direction. My gamble had paid off: the hulk, too slow to steer, had needed to turn away sooner. Now we were flying in opposite directions, and there was time to put some distance between us. 
 
    I sank back in my seat and wiped sweat from my brow. That had been close; too close. My fingers trembled, just a little, as I set us on the new course Fiona had mapped out. 
 
    “Simon,” Evia said sharply. “Check the rear screen.” 
 
    I looked up. On the screen was the moon-like rock between us and the hulk. Cracks were spreading across its surface. I watched in horrified fascination as those cracks spread wider, crisscrossing the rocky surface like a giant, dark spider’s web. Then the moon flew apart, shattered by the guns of the voidtouched hulk, and the hulk flew through the rubble that remained, hot on our tail again. 
 
    At least that ride through the shattered moon had done the hulk some damage. There were more scars across its front and flanks, fewer antennae along its sides. Several more turrets had been smashed or entirely ripped off, though those that remained were firing furiously at us. 
 
    “Rock!” Fiona shouted. 
 
    I looked up at the main screen. Sure enough, an asteroid was tumbling into our path. I wrenched the controls to avoid hitting it, steering us up and left. There was a boom, and the whole ship shook. I was flung about in my seat as vibrations ran through the Athena. 
 
    “Was that a hit?” I called out. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Aelia replied. “A direct hit from a chemical explosive shell, three degrees around from the upper rear thruster. Shields absorbed most of the concussive force, but we are still—” 
 
    Another boom. The ship shook again, and we were all flung to the left. 
 
    “That was another hit,” Aelia said calmly. 
 
    “I guessed.” I touched the controls, steering around a cluster of rocks, hoping to get a few minutes of cover again. In the rear view, I saw more debris striking the voidtouched hulk. They were taking more damage than us, but how much comfort was that, when they could take so much more? 
 
    “Evia, how can we store the star’s energy?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” She looked around at me in confusion. 
 
    “The star’s energy, the power that we came here for, how do we store it?” 
 
    She stared at me like I was insane. 
 
    “You still want to get the star’s energy after all we’ve been through?” She pointed at the screen, where the hulk was demolishing our cover with a barrage from its guns. “In the middle of all this?” 
 
    “Getting that energy is the mission,” I said. “I don’t fail missions.” 
 
    “This isn’t about failure, it’s about what’s possible and what isn’t.” 
 
    “One thing that’s impossible is to keep dodging that hulk forever. If we keep on like this, we’ll be smashed. We have to get out of here, and I’m not doing that until we get what we came for.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” Evia looked at the others. “You know him, tell him why he’s wrong.” 
 
    Fiona barked a laugh. “Fat chance.” 
 
    “It might sound mad, but he’s clearly right,” Jessica said. 
 
    “Believe in Simon,” Barbara said. 
 
    Evia hesitated, then shrugged. 
 
    “Fine. You need to get the device I was carrying close to the star. Once it’s there, it can soak the energy up. The device is calibrated to contain as much as we need, and there’s a counter on the side telling you how much of that you have.” 
 
    “Up close. Got it.” I looked at Fiona. “Can you plot that sort of course?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    Evia got up from her seat. The ship shook as she walked over to Fiona, but she spread her wings and braced herself, keeping her footing. Staring over Fiona’s shoulder, she shook her head and frowned. 
 
    “This won’t work,” Evia said. “Our shields are damaged already, and there’s a huge amount of debris near the center of the system, more than we’ve been dealing with up until now. If we try to fly close, the Athena will be destroyed.” 
 
    “I can find a path,” Fiona said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Even if you can, we’re still doomed.” Evia pointed at the rear screen. “If we stay still near the heart of the system long enough to load up on stellar energy, that hulk will catch up with us. It won’t matter if we avoid the rocks only to be ripped open by its guns.” 
 
    She was right, and I hated it. I was determined not to give up, but I didn’t want to get my companions killed. My plan would make the ship a sitting duck, and that practically guaranteed destruction. 
 
    I stared at the case that Evia was clutching in one hand. 
 
    “Let me have a look at that,” I said. 
 
    She brought it over and placed it in my lap. Her fingers brushed against mine, and I felt a familiar tingle of excitement, remembered hot skin under a sinking sun… 
 
    No time for thoughts like that now. I had to focus on the predicament we were in. 
 
    The case was small enough for one person to carry, with a simple, intuitive set of controls along its top. I could use this thing myself, if I could get close enough. 
 
    If I could get close enough. That was the answer. 
 
    “What if I go out and take the device close to the star myself?” I asked. “No ship, just me and this.” 
 
    I tapped the lid of the case and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “With those guns pointing at you?” Evia asked, waving a frustrated hand at the screen. “You’ll be ripped apart.” 
 
    As if to make her point, the ship shook again, flung about by a shell demolishing a nearby rock. 
 
    “They won’t be firing at me,” I said. “They’ll be firing at the Athena, and you’ll be ducking and dodging again, doing your damnedest to keep them busy and keep everyone alive.” 
 
    “You really think they’ll be tricked that easily?” 
 
    “Look at this place, it’s pure chaos. So much going on. So much flying about. I’ll be far too small to attract the attention of the voidtouched hulk in all of this.” 
 
    Her eyes locked on mine. She bit her lip as she contemplated what I was suggesting. 
 
    “But if they do spot you…” 
 
    “You think they can hit a target this small with guns that big?” I laughed. “Good luck to them.” 
 
    “OK, so you get the star power, but what then?” 
 
    “Then I get back to the Athena, and we can hyperdrive away.” 
 
    Evia took a step back and stood staring at me, her arms folded across her armored chest. The others were all looking at me too, aside from Fiona, who had taken command of the steering from her station and was dodging us through the rock field. 
 
    “It’s like what I did to retrieve you,” I said. “Except that this time it’ll be easier, because I’m carrying a case instead of a person.” 
 
    “That is some of the weakest logic I’ve ever heard.” Evia let out a slow breath. “But I can’t think of anything better.” 
 
    I glanced at Jessica. Aside from me and Evia, she was the one of us with the most experience of strategic situations. When it came to wild schemes and calculated risks, she was even more of a pro than I was. 
 
    “It’s insane,” she acknowledged, “but we don’t have many options right now. I say go for it.” 
 
    Fiona grunted as she brought us around a shattered planet and steered clear of a fresh wave of voidtouched fire. 
 
    “It’s going to be an almost impossible balance,” she said. “We need to get you close enough to fill that thing up, but if we try to get too close to the star, the voidtouched ship’s fire and the debris will be too much for the Athena to handle.” 
 
    “Are you saying you can’t do it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that it’s going to be difficult and very dangerous, but that’s hardly new, is it?” 
 
    Evia’s wings flexed as she stared at me, the golden feathers rippling. 
 
    “Maybe I should do it,” she said. “I had the full briefing for the device, and I’m used to flying around.” 
 
    “You were also unconscious twenty minutes ago,” I pointed out, “and you haven’t had a medical scan yet to check that you’re clear. What happens if you fall unconscious out there on your own?” 
 
    “I’m willing to risk my life for this.” 
 
    “Fine, but are you willing to risk the whole future of the universe on how badly you’ve been hurt?” 
 
    Her chest heaved as she took another deep breath, then she shook her head. 
 
    “This whole thing is crazy, but it could just work,” she said. She leaned over me again and tapped at controls on the case. “This is to start the collection and this is to stop it. We need the case to be at least fifty percent full to have any chance of doing what we’re aiming for, but one hundred percent is ideal. That way we have some margin for error, not to mention the chance for a more powerful result.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded and got up out of my seat, holding the case in my hand. “Fiona, take over the controls.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing?” she asked. 
 
    “And evade that voidtouched ship as much as you can.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve—” 
 
    “Better to state the obvious than to leave any room for error. So, once you’ve dropped me off, keep flying. Duck and weave and do whatever you need to do. Don’t worry about me until I signal for you, understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    I turned to Jessica. “I’ll need you to use your esper powers to help me get back to the ship again. That jetpack is great, but it might be a long flight, so I’ll need as much help as I can get.” 
 
    “You’ve got it.” Jessica nodded firmly. 
 
    My gaze fell across Barbara, and she smiled brightly at me, despite the shaking ship and the dangers outside. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” she said. 
 
    It didn’t help with the practicalities, but it was what I needed to hear. Their faith in me was part of what kept me going. “I sure hope so.” 
 
    Evia leaned over to tap the device one last time. 
 
    “This gauge here is crucial,” she said. “Once it’s completely green, it’s full of the star’s energy. At that point, you head back here as fast as you can, understand?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I thought I might stop for a coffee on the way back, maybe take in a few of the local sites.” 
 
    She laughed and punched me in the arm. “Don’t be an asshole. At least, not any more than you have to.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    Holding the case tight, I headed out of the bridge and down the corridor, to the nearest airlock. On the way, I touched the button on the collar of my suit, bringing up my helmet. Thin sheets of armor and clear, glass-like polymers enclosed my head, and I tasted the stale flavor of air that had already been through the scrubbers several times. 
 
    As I reached the door of the airlock, the ship shook. I grabbed the door frame and hesitated once more. What if I was wrong about this? What if I stepped out into space and all that happened was that I got ripped apart by a giant artillery shell? 
 
    Well, at least it would be a memorable way to go, if any of my crew were around to remember it. 
 
    I opened the inner door of the airlock and stepped inside. There was a clunk as the door closed behind me, then a hiss as the air was sucked from the room: no sense wasting it by venting it into space. If there was a problem with my suit, now was the time to find out, but everything seemed to be in order. 
 
    A button on the wall turned from green to red. Holding the case tight in my other hand, I pressed the button, opening the door to space. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I ignited the jets on my pack and launched myself out of the airlock. Fiona had already brought us closer to the star, to minimize my journey in, but I was incredibly aware of how dangerous the remaining journey would be. It might only be a small star, one currently being born, but it still had a huge mass and the gravitational power to go with it. That power drew in a lot of the debris from around the system, creating a cloud that grew denser the closer to the center I got. 
 
    This close, the star’s light cast everything into extremes. The rocks were brightly lit on one side and lost in the blackness of shadow on the other. They were easy to see, as even those completely enclosed by darkness stood out against the bright background of the star, but that didn’t make them easy to dodge, flying by so fast and so dense. 
 
    I reached out with my mind, using my esper powers to clear away through the debris, heading closer to the star. My brow furrowed as I focused on the task of shoving aside boulders, nudging away smaller rocks, clearing paths through clouds of dust. Small pieces flew in from the sides, bouncing off my exosuit, but I didn’t worry about those. Larger rocks I had to watch out for, pushing them off at an angle or jetting clear as they crossed my route. 
 
    Inside the Athena, I’d been protected not just from the rocks but from the other physical forces at play out here. Now I was out in space, even my exosuit couldn’t completely protect me. The forces on me were becoming increasingly intense as I grew closer to the center of the system. I felt like I was in high gravity, the power of the star pushing down on me, making me heavy and sluggish. My movements became awkward, even as debris hurtled past me and I needed my agility the most. 
 
    I entered a clear patch, where a large rock had swept space clear on its way through, and took the opportunity to look back at the Athena. As I’d been hoping, the voidtouched hulk was still pursuing my friends and our ship, firing projectiles from its cumbersome turrets. Those projectiles flew through space, aimed at the Athena, but Fiona easily avoided them, and shots from Barbara and Jessica took out anything that got too close. I smirked at that. All the power the voidtouched had brought together in that one ship, and it was still no match for my ship and its crew. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the task at hand. Looking down at the device I was carrying, I saw that the gauge on the side had already started to glow, indicating that it was charging. The figure next to it said five percent charged, so there was still a long way to go, but at least we were on the way. 
 
    The closer I could get, the more power the device would draw in, and the faster this would be over with. That would be the fastest way not only to ensure our success but to keep my friends safe, so I kept pushing on, jets blazing, esper powers clearing the way, getting closer and closer to the star. 
 
    That path also took me further from the raging battle between the Athena and the voidtouched ship. The Athena had found a gap in the bombardment and started returning fire. Bright explosions blazed across the front of the voidtouched hulk. They might not do it much damage, compared with what the ship could take, but the attacks would at least keep the enemy crew distracted. 
 
    Much as I hated to leave my friends without my help, now that I was out of the ship, I was glad to be further away. For all the confidence I’d shown about how the voidtouched couldn’t hit little old me with those great big guns, it wouldn’t take a direct hit to finish me off. A big sheet of shrapnel from one of those shells could easily slice me in half, and all it would take to do that was an explosion close by. Distance from the fighting brought greater safety, even if flying closer to the star brought dangers of its own. 
 
    The world around me was eerily silent. I couldn’t hear the roar of the voidtouched cannons, the zap of our lasers, the crash of rocks colliding with each other, even the blazing inferno of the star. None of those noises carried through space. All I could hear, aside from my own breath echoing in my helmet and the faint hiss of the jets on my back, was the gentle tut tut tut of tiny fragments of space debris against my visor. It was almost comforting, a soft sound that showed how little danger this fine stuff presented. As long as this was all I faced, I would be alright. 
 
    A large rock loomed ahead of me. This one had settled into a stable orbit that left it almost stationary relative to the Athena and my path from her. It was as good a place as any to wait for the device to charge, and should protect me from other rocks coming from below. I landed on the rock, crouched against its surface, and set the device down. 
 
    The charging gauge on the lid kept slowly counting up: ten percent, eleven percent, twelve percent… 
 
    I gritted my teeth and glanced through the debris field at the star. Did I dare go closer? There was already a lot of danger around me, and there would be more the closer I got, not to mention the risk of getting sucked in by the gravity of the star itself. Difficult as it was, I had to muster a little patience, to sit this out while the device did its work. 
 
    Looking back, I saw that the battle had intensified. The voidtouched hulk was closer to the Athena than it had been before, and it was firing more intensely. A shot clipped one of the Athena’s fins, and I winced as the perfect bronze surface crumpled and the ship started to spin, then watched with a terrible weight of dread in my stomach, waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
    I needn’t have worried; Fiona knew what she was doing. She steered into the spin, using it to bring the Athena around the outside of the hulk and into a new arc. The Athena’s guns blazed away at the hulk, pounding its surface from close range, while the hulk lumbered in its attempt to turn. 
 
    Still, I was anxious to return to the ship, to be there where I could help. 
 
    Distracted by the battle, I almost missed a sharp-edged rock hurtling toward me. I flung myself aside, and it skimmed past, only just clipping my suit before it ricocheted off the rock I stood on. 
 
    That brief touch was enough though. There was a hiss as air started seeping out through a small, ragged hole in my suit, my vital oxygen spilling into space. I got to my feet and slapped my hand over the hole, temporarily sealing it, my mind full of terrible images of asphyxiating out here alone on a rock. 
 
    As I stood there taking slow breaths and letting my suit rebalance its atmosphere, I noticed something unexpected. I’d had suit leaks before, come close to death more than once in circumstances like these, but nothing really changed in the first few seconds, when I was just losing a little air. Beyond my own instinct to panic, there was nothing to worry about, as long as I had a repair kit, and right now, I could breath fine. Yet my body felt strange. It took a moment to accept that, against all the odds, it was a good sort of strange.  
 
    I felt revitalized, like I’d just woken up from a restful night’s sleep. The weariness I’d been starting to feel, ground down by the trip into the anjelica ship, the pursuit through space, and the dangerous flight to this rock, all of it faded away. My body and mind, both of which should have been heavy with the draining effect of all I’d been through, were clear and alert, ready for action. 
 
    Something here wasn’t what it should be. Could I be suffering from some sort of shock, or a reaction to local radiation? Was this just a trick my body was playing on me, shutting off important signals of pain and exhaustion, the danger signs that I needed to know how I should stay alive? And how was I meant to judge any of that while floating on a rock in a dust cloud far from any sort of help or advice? 
 
    I looked down at the device that Evia had given me. The gauge was creeping up, heading in the right direction but doing it far too slowly: thirty one percent, thirty two percent, thirty three percent…  
 
    I looked from the case to the star that was feeding it and a thought struck me. Could it be the star’s energy that was making me feel stronger? There was clearly a lot of it around, so was there some way it could be affecting me? 
 
    The very mission that had brought us here suggested that I might be right. After all, this energy was meant to have an effect on a starbearer, helping bring it fully to life. If it could do that for a starbearer, then maybe it had an effect on espers too, with our powers connected to those of the starbearers. 
 
    I looked at the pouch on my suit that held the emergency repair tape, then at my fingers where they closed over the hole in the suit. Did I dare…? 
 
    Tentatively, I released my grip on the hole in my suit. First one finger, then another, peeled slowly away. I kept them close by, ready to cover the hole again, as air started to spill out again, the tattered edges of the hole trembling as gasses blew them about. 
 
    Almost immediately, I felt the thing that I knew had to come: numbness around the hole as cold crept in, thinner air and the gasping of my breaths as my lungs fought for what wasn’t there. In the helmet, a light flashed red and an alarm sounded, a shrill noise that refused to be ignored. 
 
    I should have been worried at what would happen next, perhaps even panicked at the air I was losing, body and mind responding to such an obvious danger. Instead, I felt energized, like it wasn’t just the case that was charging up with the star’s power, but me as well. My flesh tingled, my muscles quivered, and my heart raced as an unfamiliar energy flowed through me. A glorious energy. 
 
    I’d never felt anything quite like this. Power flowed through me, like electricity through my brain, like the bright promise of a sunrise, like a sugar rush the size of the universe. The parts of my mind that were my esper powers pulsed and flared.  
 
    This wasn’t just any energy. This was power I could use, and I was full of it. 
 
    What I wasn’t so full of was air, and I needed to fix that. Reluctantly, I pulled the repair tape from my pouch, tore off a strip, and slapped it over the hole in my suit. Air stopped hissing away, and immediately I breathed more easily, but the delicious power stopped flowing into me too. The universe could be a harsh mistress. 
 
    Further out through the dust cloud, the Athena and the voidtouched hulk were still battling for survival. The Athena was faster and more nimble, but the hulk had bigger guns and more ability to endure the damage it took. The survival of my crew and my ship balanced on a knife’s edge, but perhaps, with this much power, I could help the Athena even from down here. 
 
    The voidtouched ship cruised in closer, pursuing the Athena. I saw the scars across its underside, the weapons arrays, the thrusters protruding from the rear, fire blazing from them as the voidtouched fed power to their engines. With my gaze focused on the rear of the ship, I held out a hand, focusing my esper powers on one of the thrusters. 
 
    I strained with the effort of concentrating my powers, channeling them into this one act. I’d never tried to do anything so big before, but I’d never had the power of a star inside me before either. At least, not as far as I knew, but maybe that was all that esper powers represented… I pushed that thought aside. Philosophizing could wait for later—I needed to focus on practicalities, and they were grand practicalities. 
 
    I could sense the thrusters in my grasp, the heat of the jet-fuel burning between my fingers, the smells of titanium and steel. I clenched my fingers, and with them my mind. The thruster was hard in my grasp, solid and strong, resisting me through its very nature. 
 
    I kept squeezing, tightening my grip. Something flickered around the thruster. I almost had it, just a little more… 
 
    But however hard I squeezed, it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t a star, I was a man, and I needed more of that star’s borrowed strength. 
 
    I brought my other fingers around and peeled back the patch I’d only just made. Air went hissing out of my suit and the alarm whined again, but power came rushing in. Just a little more, that was all I needed. Enough to make my grip a little stronger, a little more certain, to stop this moment slipping through my grasp. 
 
    “Just a little more juice,” I hissed through gritted teeth as numbness spread up my arm and the alarm wailed. Had it got louder, or was that just in my head? Were there shadows shifting against the dust cloud or black spots in my vision? 
 
    I groaned, clenched my fingers, tightened my mind’s grip. 
 
    The cold, hard feeling of resistance against my will gave way. Far above, the thruster crumpled like paper, buckling in on itself, blocking the outlet its jet shot through. I laughed out loud, even as I sank to one knee and brought my fingers around, pulling the patch back into place. 
 
    With one of its thrusters crippled, the voidtouched hulk veered to one side, its jets suddenly off balance. Somewhere inside, the crew would be grappling with the controls, even as they tried to understand what had happened. Meanwhile, they were drawing away from their pursuit course, away from chasing the Athena. At the rear of the hulk, a section of the hull buckled and flared outward, as engines still trying to burn but with no outlet vented their contents into space. Fire flashed for a moment in portals, before someone found an emergency shutdown and that part of the engines switched off. 
 
    I laughed again. I felt lightheaded, but it wasn’t just a matter of excitement. A hot, wet streak ran from my nose down to my upper lip, and I stuck out my tongue like a kid to see what was happening. Sure enough, I tasted blood. 
 
    A leak from a spacesuit and the air deprivation it caused could bring all sorts of symptoms, but these weren’t the norm. I was willing to bet that this was what happened when I pushed my esper powers too far. This level of exertion, this drawing upon a star’s power, wasn’t something I could do frivolously. Still, it was useful to know that I had such powers in my back pocket, for real emergencies. 
 
    Thinking about the star’s power reminded me of why I was there. I turned my attention back to the device and watched impatiently as the counter kept on ticking up: ninety-six percent, ninety-seven percent, ninety-eight percent, ninety-nine percent… one hundred percent, at last. I pressed the button that would stop the absorption and safely seal away the power I’d worked so hard to obtain. Clutching the case to my chest, I looked up at the fight, to see what was going on. 
 
    The Athena was the furthest away that she had been so far. Though my first instinct was to worry at what that meant, I quickly realized that it was a good thing. The Athena had drawn the hulk after her. With its jets damaged, it would be harder for the hulk to turn when the Athena did, which should make the next step safer. 
 
    Reverting to my ordinary esper powers—if esper powers could ever be considered ordinary—I reached out to find Jessica’s mind. 
 
    “I’m heading back,” I signaled. “Can you come back around?” 
 
    I felt a positive response, or what I at least hoped was one. There was no time to sit around waiting for certainty: I was low on air and the fate of the universe was in my hands. 
 
    I bent my legs, then kicked off from my rock toward the Athena, firing the jets on my pack. Even as I shot into the dust cloud, clearing a path before me, the Athena arced back around, heading toward me. She flew in close across the upper surface of the hulk, and the voidtouched ship’s guns blazed, but the Athena was so close that none of the guns could get the right angle of fire. Shells shot past, some of them only just missing the Athena, and she hurtled toward me. 
 
    I flew toward my ship, and she flew toward me. Behind her, the hulk was turning in a lumbering lopsided arc, the crew still struggling to steer with some of their engines gone. Parts of the weapons array were out, but those that remained were as dangerous as ever, and the Athena’s guns launched a fresh wave of defensive fire, taking out shells as they shot in. The debris field filled with the bright flashes of explosions, fragments of shrapnel spinning off into the void. 
 
    The Athena kept hurtling toward me. She wasn’t slowing down. If anything, she was accelerating. Between her speed and mine, we were heading for each other at an alarming rate. Was I even going to be able to get on board? 
 
    I flipped myself around and reversed my own acceleration, so that I was going in the same direction as the Athena. As I did so, something plucked at me: Jessica’s esper power. 
 
    The Athena reached me, her nose shooting past. There was a lurch as Jessica’s power grabbed me more tightly, and I was yanked through a hole in the hull, into the airlock. The doors slammed shut. 
 
    At that very moment, there was a boom. The whole ship shook as a shell hit her near the rear. I was flung about as she twisted off course, spinning through the debris cloud, knocking into rocks and sections of shattered moons. 
 
    I found my feet, opened the airlock, and ran down the corridor, still clutching the case in one hand while the other went to my neck, opening up my protective helmet. The deck lurched under me and, for a moment, up became down. The ceiling became the floor and I fell onto it, kept running, then went tumbling through the air again as the ship’s gravitational systems corrected themselves. 
 
    I arrived on the bridge to find a state of panic. Alarms were blaring, bright lights flashing, my companions shouting at each other over the noise. Even Aelia’s artificial voice, usually calm no matter what, was rising into something like alarm. 
 
    “Damage to sector seventeen,” Aelia announced. “Damage to sector eighteen. Damage to sector nineteen. Damage to sector—” 
 
    “Quiet, Aelia!” I shouted. “And switch off that damn alarm.” 
 
    “Yes, Simon,” she said calmly, and a sudden peace spread across the room. The light was still flashing, but the shouting stopped as the rest of the crew turned to look at me, all except for Jessica, who was already staring expectantly, her face pale from the exertion of retrieving me, her hands hanging limp in her lap. 
 
    “We’ve taken some serious damage here, Simon,” Fiona said. “I hope you’ve got something more useful to say than calling for quiet.” 
 
    “I’ve got what we came for.” I held up the case. 
 
    “That’s great, but not much help right now.” The ship lurched again, and the gravity switched off for a moment before coming back on, pressing me against the deck. “We need a way out of this mess.” 
 
    “Ready the hyperdrive,” I said. 
 
    “Here, in the middle of the debris field?” Fiona shook her head. “Do you have any idea how easily that could go wrong?” 
 
    “Are you saying that it can’t be done?” 
 
    “It can, but the trajectory calculations need to be absolutely perfect.” 
 
    “Good thing you’re so good at them.” I winked at her. Our ship was full of holes, our lives in terrible danger, our enemy bearing down on us, and all of it made me feel incredibly alive. Maybe some madness had seeped into me with that star power, but if it had, that might not be a bad thing. In a mad universe, a sane man would surely sink. “Get us going.” 
 
    “Alright…” Fiona tapped rapidly at her console. The others turned back to their weapons systems, fending off the incoming attacks, while on the rear screen, the voidtouched hulk loomed larger than ever. 
 
    “Nearly ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Hang on…” Fiona reached for another control, and the Athena swerved aside, dodging a volley of incoming fire. “No good doing these calculations if we get blown up in the meantime.” 
 
    She typed one final figure into the computer, then hit execute. The ship hummed around us. 
 
    Fiona grabbed the controls again, swinging us to the other side as more projectiles rushed past. 
 
    “Hyperdrive is ready,” Aelia announced. 
 
    Fiona looked up at me, tusks bared and one eyebrow raised. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “What other options do we have?” I said. “Get us out of here.” 
 
    Fiona tapped a control. The world around us stretched out like a giant elastic band, snapped back, then vanished from view, replaced by the swirling colors of hyperspace. 
 
    Fiona sank back in her seat and wiped sweat from her brow. 
 
    “Well, that was a bundle of fun,” she said. “Next time we’re heading into terrible danger, let’s have a better exit plan than ‘run like hell’.” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” I said. 
 
    “Not so much,” Evia said wearily, and pointed at the screen. “Look.” 
 
    We weren’t alone. Our forward view held nothing but the colors of hyperspace, but in the rear, something else hung against those psychedelic swirls: the voidtouched ship. It had entered hyperspace a moment after us and was pursuing us closely—too closely. No vessel would come that close unless it meant serious trouble. 
 
    “Aelia, can you give us more speed, please,” I called out. “Like, all the extra speed.” 
 
    On the screen, the voidtouched hulk loomed closer. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Simon, but my propulsion systems have been damaged by primitive projectiles,” Aelia said, calmly announcing her own wounds. “I am unable to increase propulsion at present, either in hyperspace or in normal space.” 
 
    “Everyone hang on!” I shouted and grabbed hold of a console. 
 
    The voidtouched hulk lurched into an extra burst of speed, slamming into our rear. The force of the impact sent us spinning. 
 
    “I apologize,” Aelia said, a rattling in her voice indicating either panic or damage to her communication systems, or possibly both. “I am now too badly damaged to maintain hyperdrive.” 
 
    We started to slow. The voidtouched hulk, still traveling at full hyperspeed, scraped past us, making the whole ship shudder. At least this time their stunt hurt them too, as the hulk was sent spinning, tumbling away through hyperspace. 
 
    That was little comfort. There was a lurch as we dropped out of hyperspace and into normal reality, still traveling at extraordinary speeds. The Athena went spinning through space, completely out of control. I caught a flash of a planet on the screen before it disappeared from view, then reappeared, disappeared, reappeared again. 
 
    “Crash landing imminent,” Aelia said as we hit atmosphere and fell toward the planet’s surface. 
 
    “Everyone brace for impact!” I yelled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alarms blared in the Athena’s bridge as the ship tumbled through an unfamiliar atmosphere toward a foreign planet. On the screen, I saw moments of gray mountains, green forests, blue oceans, and the deeper blue as space turned into sky while we twisted end over end. 
 
    I grabbed the controls and wrestled with the steering, trying to bring us under control. I steered into one twist, then against another, bringing us out of the wild and undirected course that had grabbed us up until now, trying to finally steady the ship out. We still had so much momentum from the hyperdrive, there was no hope of stopping before we hit the surface, but perhaps we might manage a crash landing instead of smashing terminally into the ground. 
 
    The screen glowed as the heat of friction ignited the air around our shields. The bridge turned from orange through red in that blazing glow. We weren’t spinning anymore, but we weren’t exactly on a straight path, our angle of descent was still dangerously steep, and the ground was only seconds away. 
 
    Around me, the others braced in their seats, readying for the impact. I gritted my teeth, tugged hard on the control stick, and fired the maneuvering jets to one side. It was a risk, giving us extra momentum, but momentum in the right direction might just save us from being flattened. 
 
    Gray and white filled the screen: the top of a mountain. I wrenched the Athena to the left just as we were about to hit the peak. There was a terrible grinding sound as we hit just south of the mountain top and went skidding down the side, spraying rocks and snow around us. The Athena shook so hard I felt like my stomach was going through a blender, and it was all I could do just to cling on tight and try not to puke. 
 
    Second by painful second, we were losing speed. We slid out of the snow line and trees loomed ahead of us, a forest of pines broken by the ridges and chasms of the mountain range. There was a creak and crash of falling trees as the Athena hit the woods, and we finally came to a stop. 
 
    I sagged and let out a ragged breath, then unbuckled myself from my seat. 
 
    “We should get out,” I said. “Just in case there are bigger problems with the ship.” 
 
    The others stumbled dizzily out of their seats and followed me from the bridge, down the corridor to the airlock. A set of sensors by the door told me what I already knew from the presence of trees: the atmosphere here was breathable. I opened the doors, and we stepped out onto a planet whose name I didn’t even know. 
 
    The air wasn’t as bitterly cold as I had expected. Looking back along the trail of destruction we had left, I saw that the snow ended further from the tree line than I had imagined in the panic of the crash. The terrain around us was still stark, grim blades of rock protruding from between the green shadows of dense forest, but at least we weren’t going to freeze to death. 
 
    Fiona flung herself down on a patch of mossy ground. Barbara perched on a seat-sized rock next to her, while Jessica and Evia stood peering warily into the wild. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Fiona said. “But next time we come to the funfair, I might skip the roller coaster.” 
 
    “How’s everyone doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing broken,” Fiona said, wincing as she ran a hand over her shoulder. “Under the circumstances, I’ll call that a win.” 
 
    “I’ve got a few bruises.” Barbara pulled back a sleeve of her exosuit, revealing purple patches that were already darkening against her pale skin. “But nothing serious.” 
 
    “Jessica?” I asked. 
 
    She treated me to a sardonic grin. “Anything you can walk away from is a win, right? And my legs are still working.” 
 
    “Evia?” 
 
    The anjelica commander pointed out across the treetops. “Right now, I’m more worried about them than us.” 
 
    In the distance, a wide trail of smoke ran across the sky, a dark oily scar against the afternoon’s pale blue. At its forward end, a smoking wreck was plummeting to the ground, chunks of twisted metal falling away from its ugly bulk: the voidtouched ship. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be OK?” Barbara asked with a look of concern. 
 
    “I hope not,” I replied. “But that’s one sturdy ship.” 
 
    The voidtouched vessel disappeared behind another mountain peak. A moment later, there was a distant crash, and snow shook loose off that mountain. I wondered how much of the hulk had made it through the landing, and how many of its crew remained. Hopefully not enough to cause us any trouble. 
 
    Right now, I was more concerned with our ship than theirs. It was hard to get a complete picture, with the Athena’s nose half-buried in churned rocks and fallen trees, but she had clearly lost a lot of her usual elegance. Her hull was scarred and scraped, plates buckled and dented. One of the weapons domes had burst like an over-ripe fruit, spilling cables and components in a long stain down her flank.  
 
    “She’s going to need significant repairs,” I said. 
 
    Fiona groaned as she pushed herself to her feet and walked over to examine the ship. 
 
    “This is going to take us a few days to fix,” she said. “Assuming we’ve got the parts and the tools.” 
 
    “And if we don’t have them?” Evia asked. 
 
    “Then we’d better hope that the comms system wasn’t damaged, so we can call for help.” Fiona tapped her tusk. “Not that we know where we’d be calling the rescue party to.” 
 
    Evia scowled. I could almost hear the frustration flowing off her. This had been her mission, to retrieve the power of the newborn star and feed the infant starbearer. Somewhere out there, voidtouched agents were still working against us, while we were stuck here, lost in an inhospitable universe. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I laid a hand on her shoulder. “I got a full charge on the device. As soon as the Athena is ready, we’ll leave for the Turgon system and get this thing done.” 
 
    She turned her scowl on me. 
 
    “You want to just go charging in?” she asked. 
 
    “What else are we going to do?” 
 
    “Head back to Velafar for reinforcements, of course.” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is too urgent. We can’t afford to take the time to gather a new battle force. We need to beat the voidtouched to Turgon.” 
 
    “And what happens when the voidtouched turn up with a battle hulk again? Or when they bring a whole fleet?” 
 
    “All the more reason to hurry, so that they don’t have time to bring their forces together.” I pointed toward the trail of smoke rising from the other mountain. “You think they have dozens of hulks like that just sitting around doing nothing? They sent what they could to stop us, and it’ll take them time to rally more. We need to act before that time runs out.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Evia gave a small nod. “So now what?” 
 
    “Now we get to work.” Jessica pulled a multi-tool from her belt. “Come on.” 
 
    Something in the battle and the crash had damaged Aelia, and the AI’s voice was static-laden and uncertain, lacking her usual calm and poise. Still, between a few moments of confusion and uncertainty, she managed to direct us to tools and materials stowed away in cargo compartments, which we could use to do the repairs. 
 
    I’d always loved spaceships, with the dreams of escape and adventure they inspired. Seeing the Athena crippled like this broke my heart. But while I’d taken every opportunity I could to learn about ships, my focus had been on flying them, not repairs and maintenance. I could work out the basics, but not the sort of advanced work needed for a ship like the Athena, so I let Fiona and Jessica take charge of the repairs.  
 
    Tentatively at first, then with growing confidence, they assessed the damaged systems and how they were meant to work. Some fixes were obvious: reconnecting severed cables, flattening buckled plates, reattaching loose equipment. Others were more complicated, resulting in intense conversations between them and Aelia, who understood enough about her own workings to guide us. 
 
    Though they weren’t maintenance experts, Barbara and Evia proved very useful thanks to their wings. They could fly up to broken sections on the ship’s sides and hover in place while they assessed damage and carried out repairs. Evia grimaced at being told what to do, but accepted the necessity, while Barbara seemed delighted at the chance to learn something new—or, as she pointed out, possibly something that she had forgotten. 
 
    While I could provide an extra pair of hands, I was clearly contributing the least to repairs, so I decided to find other ways to be useful. I fetched out tools and supplies, then food and drinks when people got hungry.  
 
    As the sky started to darken into evening, I found a clearing in the woods a little distance from the wreck, with plenty of comfortable mossy ground and space to light a fire without risking the nearby trees. If we were stuck here for the night, then we might as well make it a nice one. I scraped away moss to create a central patch of bare dirt, and carefully set the wood I’d gathered down next to a central stack of kindling. 
 
    The sun was sinking, a chill creeping into the air. Now was the time to get this going. I rummaged through the pockets of my exosuit, looking for anything to create a spark, without luck. But maybe I could try something else. There was energy in my esper powers, so why not use that? 
 
    I had tried something like this once, years before. It was when I was still in my teens and being trained as a mercenary. They stranded a load of us in an icy wilderness, telling us that we needed to show we could survive on our own. I tried to use my powers to warm myself up, even just to create a spark to light a fire, but it didn’t work. Still, I was one of the lucky ones. Not everyone made it back. 
 
    The memory of those cruel days made me shiver more than the incoming cold, but things were different now. After drinking up all that star energy at the Dredarian system, my powers were stronger. Maybe it would work this time.  
 
    I held my hand over the pile of kindling and focused, channeling my energy. It was difficult at first, my mind unused to channeling the power in the form I wanted it to take, but the nature of the power itself worked in my favor. 
 
    The energy remembered when it had been star stuff, a ball of fire blazing bright. This was a form it could remember, somewhere in its essence. Impossible as it seemed, there was a longing in the way the energy curled through me, a desire to return to its roots.  
 
    Heat flowed through my head, down my neck, across my chest, into my arm. I strained to channel it, to prevent that power from dissipating through my body, to keep it from being lost. It fought against me, wanting to keep following its nature, to spread as fast as it could and as far as it could, to burn through my body.  
 
    But I was strong, and I kept it contained down through my arm, out through my palm. A single bright flame flared from my palm, and the fire sputtered into life. 
 
    I let the power return to rest and sat back on my heels, grinning. How much more could I achieve, with this power that I’d acquired? As the flames spread from the kindling to the slender sticks around it, I put more logs in place, building up the fire to a healthy blaze. I wiped sweat from my brow and watched thin, pale smoke drift skyward. 
 
    “Nice work,” Jessica said. 
 
    I looked up from my work to see her standing at the edge of the clearing, leaning against one of the trees. She was winding a hanging vine through her fingers as she watched me. 
 
    “Done with your repairs already?” I asked, almost disappointed at the thought that we might not need my fire. 
 
    “No such luck, but I couldn’t carry on with my work until Fiona works out an issue with the fuel system, so I thought I’d take a walk, see where you’d got to.” She walked closer to the fire, looking at me through the rising flames. “This whole wild man of the forest thing suits you. Very rugged. Primeval, even.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “But where did you learn to light fires with your mind?” 
 
    “You saw that?” I rose to my feet and took a few steps around the fire, so that I could see her more clearly. 
 
    “I saw it. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Thanks again. I feel much stronger now, in here.” I smiled and tapped the side of my head. “I was exposed to some of the star energy we were collecting, and it’s had an effect on me. I can do things that I couldn’t before. I’m not sure what yet, but this is just one of them.” 
 
    We were close now, only a foot between us. One of her ears twitched. 
 
    “That’s a lot to keep in your head.” She looked up at me with her striking violet eyes. “Be careful it doesn’t squeeze something else out.” 
 
    She laid her hand, warm and soft, against my cheek. Her thumb rubbed across the skin underneath my nose, and when she took her hand away, there was a smear of blood on the thumb. She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Guess I pushed myself harder than I thought.” I brushed a hand across my nose. No more blood came, which meant there hadn’t been much, to my relief. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You always are, aren’t you?” she said. “You have this strength in you, in your mind as well as your body.” Her hand rested on my upper arm. “It shouldn’t catch me by surprise, and yet…” 
 
    I braced myself for a lecture on not taking so many risks with my esper powers, but Jessica had another agenda. 
 
    “Could this work for me too?” she asked. “The star power. Could I grow my powers this way?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. After all, you’re an esper.” 
 
    “All I’d have to do is stand close to a newborn star while its debris crashes around me.” 
 
    I laughed. “There might be an easier way. Wait here.” 
 
    Leaving her in the clearing, I rushed back to the ship and retrieved the case that I’d used to trap the power from the star. The others were still busy on the top of the ship’s hull, rebuilding some battered system, as I strode back into the woods, case in hand. 
 
    Jessica was sitting by the fire, using her powers to propel pine needles, one by one, into the flames. It wasn’t work that took a lot of strength, but the precision involved could make such fine esper efforts a real challenge. Her practice was paying off. 
 
    “Here.” I set the device down next to her. “All the star power you could need.” 
 
    A dozen pine needles fell to the ground as she turned her attention to the case. 
 
    “Should I do this?” she asked. “Don’t we need all this power?” 
 
    “Trust me, what you or I can absorb is a tiny fraction of what we have here. You can skim a little without it harming our plans.” 
 
    “So how do I absorb it?” 
 
    “It’s like breathing, you just… do it.” 
 
    “Just do it.” She laughed. “Real helpful.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It is what it is.” 
 
    Trembling, she laid her hand on the case. She bit her lip and looked at me. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sure. You can do this.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, then closed her eyes. For a long moment, nothing seemed to happen. Even the sensors on the side of the case barely shifted. The only sound was the treetops rustling in the wind. 
 
    Jessica’s brow furrowed, then her eyes shot open. She yanked her hand off the case and jerked away from me. 
 
    “Woah!” I held up my hands. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    Jessica crouched, staring at her hand. She was breathing heavily, her chest heaving, her ears pricked up. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked. 
 
    “Electric,” she whispered. “Like I’m made of energy.” 
 
    “Sounds like it worked.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Try it. See what you can do.” I gestured across the clearing, to where a boulder lay amid the tree roots and fallen pine needles. “Could you have moved that with your mind before?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Try it now.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Go on, try it.” 
 
    “Fine.” She rolled her eyes, then turned her attention to the boulder. Her eyes narrowed as she held out her hands and focused. 
 
    The air was still. A log in the fire cracked, and sparks flew up into the smoke. 
 
    The boulder shook, then started to rise. It floated into the air. Jessica laughed, then swung her arms. The boulder flew across the clearing and crashed into the trees. 
 
    “It worked!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t think it would, but it did.” 
 
    Her hands flowed through the air. One of the trees the boulder had knocked over rose like a rocket into the air and soared out over the forest, before landing with an almighty crash. 
 
    “I knew you had it in you,” I said. 
 
    “You mean you knew that case had it.” She grinned. “Still, I’ll take my power wherever I can find it.” 
 
    She turned to me and took a few steps closer, into the warm air around the fire. Her eyes shone with excitement. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I never would have done that without you. You’ve made me feel electric.” 
 
    “Exhilarating, isn’t it?” I said. 
 
    “And not the first time you’ve left me tingling. Remember the old days?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” Looking into those violet eyes, I remembered them lit up like that before, on a hundred different occasions, though we were a lot less clothed for some of those. 
 
    “We had some good times together, didn’t we?” she asked. 
 
    We were close again, so close I could smell the subtle scent of her skin. I could almost feel her body, inches from mine. Perhaps I really could. It wouldn’t have been the craziest thing my esper powers had done. 
 
    “Some very good times,” I said. “Remember after we robbed that warlord’s safe in Balbano?” 
 
    “I remember we almost got caught twice, by his men and by the local police.” 
 
    “But we got away together.” I took a step closer. “And what I remember now is champagne in the hotel suite afterward.” 
 
    “Champagne in the hot tub.” Her fingertips touched my chest. “No hot tub here.” 
 
    “No champagne either.” 
 
    “Still, there are some of those memories we could revisit…” 
 
    I smiled and lowered my head. She leaned up and pressed her lips against mine. I tasted the electric power in her. 
 
    “You feel amazing,” I murmured. 
 
    “Imagine how much better I’ll feel…” she whispered, and her fingers tingled against the back of my neck, “…once we’re both naked.” 
 
    Her fingers caught the fastening of my exosuit and pulled it down, so that the front opened up. As I shrugged my shoulders free, she took a step and unfastened her own suit. It slid to the ground. Underneath, she was completely naked. I ran my eyes across the swell of her breasts, the thickness of her thighs, the place waiting for me between them, and I felt a swelling of my own. 
 
    “Don’t keep me waiting,” Jessica said, and ran the tip of her tongue across her upper lip. “I want to feel that electricity.” She ran fingers across her own belly and down, then let out a soft moan. “Oh, that electricity.” 
 
    I kicked off the last of my clothes and strode over to her. I grabbed hold of her body, one hand wrapped around her back, the other on her ass to lift her up. She wrapped her supple legs around my waist and sank onto me, even as I thrust hard, burying myself in her. We both groaned in pleasure as our bodies pressed together, skin against skin, feeling the raw power that we both contained. 
 
    I took a few steps, Jessica still wrapped around me, and pressed her up against a tree. She groaned in pleasure again as I thrust into her, over and over, the softness of her flesh yielding to the hardness of mine. Her fingers raked my back, then her hands clamped hold of my ass as she pulled me in. 
 
    “That’s it,” she hissed. “Strong, hard, slow. Make me feel every stroke.” 
 
    I did as I was told, and the branches above us shook to the rhythm of our movements. She groaned again, lips pressed against my collarbone, fingers pressed into my flesh. 
 
    “Down,” she moaned. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let me down.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I slid out of her and lowered her to her feet. I was a lot less reluctant when I realized what she had in mind, as she sank to her knees and opened her mouth. Her tongue darted across the tip of my cock, and I felt that electric tingle again, heightening my pleasure as she wrapped her lips around and slid down my shaft. I ran my fingers through her hair, caught hold of her ear, and groaned in delight. 
 
    “Oh yes,” I said. “You always had a gift for this.” 
 
    Those violet eyes twinkled with mischief as she drew back a little, one hand softly stroking me. 
 
    “In all our time together, I don’t think we ever did it out in the wild like this,” she said. 
 
    “Is that something you want?” I asked, grinning. “To fuck in the wild like beasts?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” She sank onto her hands and knees and turned her ass to me, then looked back over her shoulder. “Fuck me like an animal.” 
 
    I got down onto my knees, took her firmly by the hips, and slid back inside her. It was like coming home in the middle of a thunderstorm, comforting and familiar but dark and wild as well. 
 
    I slid a hand around underneath and rubbed against her. Her eyes lit up as she looked back at me over her shoulder, then she moaned and looked off into the forest, back arching, breasts swaying, ass trembling. 
 
    “Fuck me harder, you wild beast,” she said. 
 
    I moved harder, faster, my flesh slapping against hers, our bodies colliding over and over. She pushed back against me, and her fingers curled into the soft moss that covered the ground. I sank down, one hand against the earth, my chest pressed against her back, our sweat mingling. My breath brushed the hairs from the back of her neck.  
 
    Jessica turned to look at me again and I kissed her, a wild, passionate kiss, her teeth locking around my lip. I closed my eyes and sank into the sensation of our bodies melding together as I slid in and out.  
 
    It was as if the rest of the world had fallen away. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I realized that it was literally true. The world had fallen away as we rose, lifted into the air by Jessica’s newfound esper strength. 
 
    Laughing, she drew her legs up and twisted around, turning in the air without ever pulling off me. Facing me, she wrapped her legs around my hips once more, and now she was the one pumping hard and fast, as her breath quickened and my heart hammered in my chest.  
 
    Tendrils of her esper power ran across my body, and I ran invisible fingers of power across her, finding every sensitive inch of skin, every place where pleasure could be found. With my own hands, I cupped her breasts, then leaned in to taste them, my tongue sliding over every inch of those magnificent mounds, while her pussy slid up and down my cock. 
 
    My pleasure was mounting, and so was hers. Her fingers twined through my hair, pressed me against her chest. Then she flung her head back and her back arched as she cried out in ecstatic pleasure. 
 
    “Yes, oh gods, yes!” 
 
    She grabbed hold of me with her legs, with her hands, with her mind. Power crackled in the air around us. We floated beside the fire, illuminated by its flames, as she leaned back and cried out again and again. 
 
    At last, I hit my peak, cumming as I slammed into her one last time. My whole body throbbed with power and pleasure.  
 
    As the waves of exhilaration subsided, we sank onto the soft moss, our bodies and powers tangled together. 
 
    I kissed her breasts, and she ran a finger down my spine, making me shudder. 
 
    “So much better than the old days,” she said, “you wild beast.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke with a twitchy feeling somewhere between my ears. Something was wrong. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked down the naked curves of Jessica’s body, then around my room on the Athena. We’d come back from the woods to the ship the previous night, intending to help out with the repairs, but instead got distracted into a second round of the same sort of fun we’d had beside the woodland fire, and then a third round for good measure. Somewhere in the middle of the night, I’d fallen asleep with my head resting on her chest, sweat-soaked and satisfied. Waking up should have been a pleasure, the dawn light through my cabin window illuminating every beautiful inch of her body, but something had me twitching in alarm. 
 
    Jessica, her eyes still closed, mumbled sleepily and trailed slender fingers down my chest and across my belly before settling around my cock. She stroked me and smiled. 
 
    “Someone’s alert and ready for action,” she said, half opening her eyes and turning toward me, lips parted. “Let’s start the day in style.” 
 
    I hated to say no to a plan like that, but my feeling of unease wouldn’t go away. Even with my head resting against the curve of her breasts, it was hard to focus on Jessica when a sense of danger was nagging at the back of my mind. 
 
    “There it is again,” I said. “You heard that, right?” 
 
    “All I hear is a wasted opportunity.” Jessica sighed and sat up, perching on the edge of the bed. “But I trust your judgment. What is it you hear?” 
 
    I stood, closed my eyes, concentrated on the sound. 
 
    “Footsteps. The crunch of boots on cold, wet ground.” 
 
    “Cold wet ground like the woodland outside our ship?” Jessica reached for her exosuit, which had been flung into a corner during the previous night’s excitement. “What are the odds that it’s someone friendly?” 
 
    “Aelia?” I said softly. 
 
    “Yes, Simon?” the AI replied, matching my quiet tone. 
 
    “Are the rest of the crew on the ship?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Simon. They are all asleep in their cabins. Would you like me to wake them?” 
 
    I considered that for a moment, then shook my head. They needed their rest, and I wanted to have a good reason before I disturbed them. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    I pulled on my underwear and went to the window. Cold gray light coated the mountains in the hour after dawn, washing the color out of the world. Beneath the mountain peaks, the trees stood like clusters of ghosts, cold and stiff, given an unsettling haze by the glint of dew on the edges of leaves and green needles. There was a flat, open expanse in front of the Athena, and beyond that a shallow slope to the east. Something was moving there. 
 
    I squinted into the light and pointed at a small, dark shape moving across the frost-touched ground a mile or more downslope. 
 
    “There. Someone dressed in black.” 
 
    Jessica zipped up the front of her exosuit and stood by my shoulder, peering out the window. Her violet eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Not just one,” she said. “Look, over there.” 
 
    Sure enough, another figure was moving further along the slope, and another beyond them. More movement hinted at a whole swarm coming our way. Like ants, they scuttled toward us, following unseen trails. Unlike ants, they walked on two legs, and most of them looked like they were carrying weapons: pistols, assault lasers, swords. 
 
    They were still a long way from us, but undoubtedly heading in our direction. As I watched, one of them raised a hand and pointed toward the ship. 
 
    “So much for focusing on repairs.” I picked up my own exosuit and started getting dressed. “We’re going to have to deal with this first.” 
 
    “But who is this?” Jessica tugged at her lower lip. “Locals come to check on who’s crashed in their backyard?” 
 
    I wished that she was right. If this was the local authorities, then we might be able to negotiate a peaceful departure. Hell, we might even be able to buy spare parts and hire some help to get the ship repaired faster. But from what we’d learned about the planet so far, it wasn’t exactly heaving with sentient life. No, this problem was almost certainly one that had arrived on the planet with us. 
 
    Fastening my exosuit, I looked out the window again, trying to confirm the conclusion I’d reached. It was hard to judge at this distance, but the proportions of those figures were familiar, as was the way that they moved. And the closer they got, the more I saw of their equipment, the more certain I became. 
 
    “Voidtouched,” I said. “Looks like they survived their crash as well.” 
 
    Jessica smiled a mischievous smile. Her steel balls floated out of the pouch on her belt and into the air, spinning around each other. “We can soon solve that.” 
 
    “Let’s not jump straight to the fight,” I said, strapping on my pistol. “That was a very big ship. We don’t know how many of them there are or how they’re equipped.” I glanced around. “If I was them, I’d have got some people to sneak around the back first, to surround the Athena before they even made themselves visible.” 
 
    “Fortunately, they’re not you, and I don’t think they’ve had time to pull off a trick like that. Still, we should go find out…” Jessica nodded toward the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    We stepped out into the corridor, tense and ready for action. 
 
    “I’ve got one question though.” Jessica hesitated by the doorway. “Those guys are a mile away, with the hull of a starship between you and them. How did you hear them coming?” 
 
    I tapped the side of my head. 
 
    “I’ve got esper-enhanced hearing, remember. I must have had it switched on in my sleep, didn’t even realize until I heard something that could mean trouble.” 
 
    “Nice. I guess those powers of yours have an interest in keeping you alive.” 
 
    “Same as yours.” 
 
    “Mine aren’t as powerful.” She smiled sadly. 
 
    “Give it time.” 
 
     I knocked on the door of one of the cabins. There was a protest from within, then the door hissed open. Fiona, dressed in t-shirt and black panties, leaned against the wall, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. 
 
    “This had better be important,” she said, and pushed red braids back across the blue skin of her shoulder. “Some of us were up late working.” 
 
    “Trouble incoming,” I said. “Get kitted up.” 
 
    “Two minutes.” Instantly alert, she turned away, back to her quarters and the weapons waiting there. 
 
    Barbara had the next room. She opened the door in a skimpy semi-transparent nightdress, smiling brightly. Her wings formed a halo behind her head. 
 
    “Good morning, Simon,” she said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Getting ready for trouble,” I replied. “Armor up and meet us by the airlock.” 
 
    When Evia opened her door, she was already in her exosuit. 
 
    “You heard us?” I asked. 
 
    “I slept in this,” she replied. “We’re on an unknown planet in a potentially hostile environment, with a ship that half the galaxy is willing to kill for. I wanted to be ready.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her logic, though it couldn’t have been a comfortable night. I’d slept in my own exosuit plenty of times on campaign, and I far preferred to take the comfort of bedsheets when I could. Why wake up stiff and aching when you could be refreshed? 
 
    Within a few minutes, we were all assembled by one of the Athena’s airlocks. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fiona asked. “You didn’t wake us up to make a quick start on repairs.” 
 
    “There are voidtouched out there,” I replied. “A whole squad of them are on their way here. Probably from the site where their ship crashed down.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Fiona said, checking a setting on her force spear. “Because if they’ve already got a base on this planet then we could be in a whole universe of trouble.” 
 
    “Are they after us?” Barbara asked. “Or the Athena?” She laid a hand on the wall. “Don’t worry, we’ll look after you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aelia replied, softly synthetic. “However, I am more concerned at what these people might do to you. Your biological structures are ninety-seven point eight percent more vulnerable to small arms fire than the weakest parts of my hull. Even with the damage I’ve taken in our recent landing, I fear that you are in a far more precarious position than I am.” 
 
    “They won’t be here for the ship,” Evia said. 
 
    “Why not?” Fiona raised an eyebrow. “They seemed real interested in her back on Myan.” 
 
    “And they would probably go after the ship again, given the chance, but that’s not the most important thing we have any more.” Evia’s wings flexed, feathers brushing the corridor walls, and her hands clenched on the weapons attached to her waist. “We have a device full of star power now, remember? Power that can be used to wake up the infant starbearer, and so ruin all of their plans. The fate of the universe rests on it. Whatever they’d do with that force themselves—hide it, sell it, use it to power a machine of destruction—they need to get it out of our hands.” 
 
    There was a screen mounted in the wall next to the airlock door. I’d connected it to the ship’s external cameras, so that we could see the voidtouched approaching, those black figures growing larger and clearer as they came ever closer. A shiver ran down my spine, and it had nothing to do with the cold outside. There was a menace to these people that even I had never got used to, after years of living on the edge. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Barbara asked, eyes wide. 
 
    I looked at Fiona, who looked straight back at me, a familiar look from a hundred situations like this one. We smiled at each other. 
 
    “We’ll do what we always do,” she said. 
 
    “Fight them off,” I said. 
 
    The distant figures on the screen told us that we still had a little time, so we made the most of it.  
 
    Fiona and Jessica went to check on some of the damaged parts of the hull, to make sure that the voidtouched couldn’t easily break through at obvious weak points, and that they’d meet a difficult response if they tried.  
 
    Barbara went to the bridge, so that Aelia could talk her through all the ways the ship could help us out, or whether it should sit out the fight and conserve resources for what lay ahead.  
 
    Evia headed down to a storage room and returned with even more weapons fastened around her waist: pistols, knives, grenades, anything she could use against the voidtouched. We were all determined to win, but there was a particular ferocity to her gaze, the look of a woman who had committed a lifetime to fighting off these people. 
 
    For my part, I stayed by the airlock, checking over the weapons the anjelica had given me and some others I’d already had. Even as I disassembled and reassembled my pistol, hands working on autopilot thanks to years of training, I kept glancing up at the screen. Every time, our enemies were a little closer. 
 
    After fifteen minutes, I tapped my communicator. 
 
    “Time,” I said. 
 
    Footsteps and fluttering wings rushed down the corridor to me, and a moment later I was surrounded by my crew. 
 
    At that moment, two of the figures on the screen raised their weapons. There was a thud, a flash, and the screen went black. 
 
    “What happened, Aelia?” I asked. “Did they take out your cameras?” 
 
    “Negative, Simon,” Aelia replied. “I believe that they have hit the hull with some sort of specialist charges. These are emitting a radiation that disables sensor systems. It should pass within an hour.” 
 
    I frowned and gritted my teeth. An hour of sitting here blind, waiting to find out what the voidtouched were doing out there. I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    There was a banging on the hull, then the sound of an amplified voice, made loud enough to penetrate the ship’s hull. The voice was familiar, but warped by amplification, and at first I couldn’t tell who it was. 
 
    “I know you’re in there, Jackson,” the voice said. “In my ship.” 
 
    Now I recognized the voice: Krahmin, a voidtouched mob leader from Myan and my old boss. This was going to be a lot more personal than I’d expected. 
 
    “I’m going out to talk to him,” I said. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Jessica asked. “Right now, you’ve got a nice solid ship between you and his goons.” 
 
    “Right now, I can’t see his expression or get a read on his mood. I also can shoot him if I have to.” I patted my pistol. “If I’ve got to put up with his bullshit, then I want a chance to cut it short.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s the one who’s going to get cut.” 
 
    “What’s life without a little risk?” I opened the inner door of the airlock. “Besides, you’ll be ready to back me up, right?” 
 
    Jessica rolled her eyes. “Like you’re leaving us another option.” 
 
    She stepped forward, and the others followed, but I held up my hand, palm toward them. 
 
    “Stay out of sight,” I said. “There’s some advantage in not letting them see how many of us there are. But be ready to come charging out if things go wrong.” 
 
    “When things go wrong, not if.” Jessica grinned. “Alright, hero, get on with it.” 
 
    Jessica wasn’t the only person I knew who could make the word “hero” sound like an insult, but she did it with the most style. I smiled as I opened the exterior door and stepped out of the ship. 
 
    In the time since the sensors went out, the voidtouched had moved fast. A whole squad of them stood within twenty paces of me, guns at the ready. They were tall, dressed in black uniform exosuits with the helmets down. Deep-set eyes stared at me out of wrinkly purple faces, beneath horns that ranged from trimmed stubs to tight goat-like curls to ones that branched like miniature trees. The air of hostility radiating off them was unmistakable. 
 
    The only one who wasn’t in uniform was Krahmin himself. He stood at the center of the group, dressed in his usual black suit and white shirt, a businessman’s outfit concealing his pirate past. His highly polished horns gleamed in the sunlight. 
 
    “Simon Jackson,” he said with a predatory smile. “I was hoping I’d get to see you again.” 
 
    “Just like old times,” I said. “Maybe we should open up a drink and some snacks, put our feet up, and chat. I’m sure we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “I’ve certainly done a lot of catching up to track you down.” Krahmin held out his hand, clawed fingers curling inward, and black tendrils of void magic dripped onto the stony ground. “By rights, I should just open a portal in your head and finish this now.” 
 
    “We both know that, if you could do that, you would have done it the last time. Same for all your threats of pulling out my guts or feeding me to some monstrous pet.” 
 
    “You deserve all of that.” Krahmin clenched his hand into a fist. “You stole my fucking ship.” 
 
    He pointed at the Athena, fury in his eyes. 
 
    “Technically, I stole someone else’s ship,” I said. “I just decided against handing her over to you. Sometimes a deal falls through, you know?” 
 
    “You stole her from me. Worse, you betrayed me. You think you get to just walk away from the Runners after that?” 
 
    “I more flew than walked, but yes, that’s exactly what I think. I’ve quit your gang, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “That’s not how this life works, Jackson. You don’t just get to hand in your notice, go join some other mob.” 
 
    “Not a mob, a cause.” 
 
    “It’s all the same, some of us are just honest enough to be open about what we do, not to dress it up in fancy ideas and pretty lies.” 
 
    I could have dismantled that argument so many different ways, but it wouldn’t help. Krahmin cared about profit, and that was the only line of argument that might get us out without this turning ugly. 
 
    “I worked for you for years, and you profited well from it,” I said. “This is your chance to walk away from that while you’re still in the black, to benefit from our time together. Hells, maybe we could even team up again at some point in the future, just not right now.” 
 
    Krahmin laughed, a cruel and jagged sound. 
 
    “You think this is about the money?” he asked. “There’s so much more at stake now, much more than you could comprehend with your pitiful human brain. A battle for the ages, a war to rage through eternity. The final time of judgment. 
 
    “The anjelica are going to be annihilated, along with everyone who stands with them. Give up now and I might let you live. Fight on, and you’ll be nothing but a stain across some cold dead rock at the end of the universe.” 
 
    So much for the profit motive: I needed another way to manage this menace. Still, self-interest was a powerful force, one that could easily be wielded against gangsters and thugs. 
 
    “I know you’re working for someone else,” I said. “Someone bigger and scarier than you.” 
 
    In the silence that followed, Krahmin stared silently at me. Apparently he still wasn’t ready to admit this obvious truth, or to give me some clue about who was in charge. Was it the leaders of the voidtouched, demonic forces more menacing than him? Or was someone else behind all of this? 
 
    “You know that there’s no real win for you here, right?” I asked. “If you and the other voidtouched win, the entire universe will end. Whatever you care about, it’ll be gone. A million chances for profit destroyed. No more piracy. No more Stardust Runners. No more base on Myan, with your gambling tables and your dancing girls. Is that really what you want?” 
 
    For a moment, Krahmin stood staring sternly at me, arms folded across his chest. For that brief moment, I thought that I might have gotten through to him, that something like reason might prevail. Then he smirked. 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” he said. “You think any of us do? This is bigger than poker chips and orc chicks with their tits out swinging around a stripper pole. This is about more than what there is to grab now. This is about controlling the whole universe. We’ll tear down everything that gets in our way to win that.” 
 
    “What’s the point of winning if all you get to rule over is a smoking ruin?” 
 
    “Winning is the point. Control. Power. All we care about is who rules over whatever’s left, and that’s going to be us.” 
 
    He took a step closer. I laid my hands on my weapons, but he spread his arms wide, hands open, no void magic between his fingers. Not exactly demonstrating peaceful intent, with all his goons still pointing their guns my way, but as peaceful as a monster like him could get. 
 
    “Did you ever consider that you might have this all wrong, Simon?” he asked. 
 
    “The end of the universe?” I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure that’s not something I want.” 
 
    “But who told you that was what would happen?” Krahmin mimed flapping a pair of wings. “The anjelica?” 
 
    “They’ve helped me understand it, yes.” 
 
    Krahmin shook his head. “You should be more careful who you trust, your old boss who you worked with for years, or a bunch of chicks with wings. Sure, they’ve got some pretty things, and fucking in flight’s one hell of a rush. But stop thinking with your cock for a minute and think about the way they work. Stealthy, secretive, creeping around the universe with their heads down. If there’s so much at stake, why didn’t they just tell everyone? If they’re really going to save everyone, why haven’t they said that?” 
 
    “To stop the voidtouched knowing about their plans. To prevent situations exactly like this one, where you and your people put everyone else at risk.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s what they say, but they would, wouldn’t they? Think about it like this: if there were two sides battling to rule whatever’s left at the end of this fight, and one told the ugly truth while the other told pretty lies, what would that look like?” He waved a hand. “Seems to me, it would look a lot like this.” 
 
    I sighed wearily. “Get to the point, Krahmin.” 
 
    “These are people who send their Valkyrie assassins to kill anyone who gets in their way. How can you trust the word of people like that?” 
 
    On the face of it, his words sounded so reasonable. The anjelica did work in secret, they had killed when they needed to, and any sane person should think carefully about who they trusted. But my problem wasn’t trusting the anjelica, who had shown signs of caring about people other than themselves. My problem was that I’d trusted Krahmin for too long, and in the end, he’d shown how disposable I was to him. My problem was that I’d thrown in my lot with a boss who would see kids killed if it gave him more power. My problem was that I was listening to this garbage at all, and that if I listened for too long, I might start to take some of it in. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. 
 
    “You forget, Krahmin, we’ve known each other for years.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly why you should trust me, Simon.” He reached out a hand, almost close enough for us to shake. All I had to do was take a step forward and reach out. “Old bonds count for something, don’t they? The times we’ve fought side by side?” 
 
    My stare hardened as I looked at him. 
 
    “I’d fought side by side with Malak, and he tried to kill me,” I said. “Now I have people I can really trust, and you’re trying to sow doubt about them in my mind, but it won’t work. I’ve picked a side and I’m sticking with it.” 
 
    “Sure I can’t persuade you?” Krahmin put on his friendliest smile. 
 
    “Sure as death.” I laid my hand on the butt of my pistol. 
 
    “Well then.” Krahmin’s face crumpled into a menacing scowl, and he took two long steps back. Around us, his people raised their guns to point straight at me. “You wouldn’t do this the easy way, so we’ll do it the fun way. Hand it over.” 
 
    “Hand over what?” There was still a slim chance he didn’t know what we had, and I wasn’t going to give it away. 
 
    “The device holding the star power.” 
 
    So much for not knowing. 
 
    “No chance,” I said. “Even if the fate of the universe wasn’t at stake, I risked too much for that power to hand it over to some thug.” I raised my hand. “We all did.” 
 
    The others stepped out of the airlock, weapons at the ready. Barbara’s golden javelin glowed in the sunlight. Power formed a haze around the tip of Fiona’s force spear. Jessica’s steel balls spun through the air in front of her. Evia, gun in one hand and sword in the other, stood with her wings spread wide, ready to fly straight into the fight. 
 
    “This is all you’ve got?” Krahmin snorted. “Four chicks and a broken ship? You’re a fucking idiot, Jackson, if you think that you’re going to beat me.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But you’re an idiot if you think that any of us are going to surrender.” 
 
    I drew my gun, and we charged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I yelled as I ran at Krahmin, gun blazing. He wasn’t going to be scared off by a war cry, but anything I could do to intimidate his thugs, to lessen their resolve, had to be a good thing. That was what the charge was for: a show of strength and courage, of what they were up against. My comrades shouted alongside me, our voices rising in a fearsome chorus. Bullets flew around us, and one grazed off the shoulder of my exosuit. It didn’t bother me. If I was going to be deterred by a thing like that, I would have given this life up long ago. 
 
    Krahmin’s grin widened. He flicked his fingers, and a dark shape appeared in the air, a void portal. He stepped through it and emerged fifty yards away, then summoned more portals. More voidtouched troops stepped out of them. 
 
    “You really thought this was all I had?” Krahmin yelled, pointing at the troops we’d seen before. “I brought a whole warship, Simon. You think the five of you can stand against that?” 
 
    I kept running and firing, trying to reach Krahmin. It wouldn’t matter how many voidtouched there were if we could get control of their leader. At that point, either they broke, or we threatened him until they surrendered. 
 
    But a lot of those troops were already between me and him, a mass of muscles, weapons, and armor. I snapped off a string of shots, my pistol bucking in my hand. One of the voidtouched was flung back by the impact of high explosive rounds against his exosuit. Another fell as I used armor piercing shots to punch through his protection. A third toppled over in a fountain of blood as my shot shattered his unprotected head. 
 
    Then the others were on me. I ducked as a sword as black as night swung at me, hissing through the air. Most of the voidtouched seemed to carry these blades, and something about them sent alarm bells ringing in my head. Just looking at the dark glow along their edges made me shiver. 
 
    I punched my attacker in the gut, and he stumbled back, but two more were in striking range. I feinted at one, and he took a wild swing just as his comrade lunged my way. That wild swing hit his comrade’s arm, severing it at the wrist. The injured voidtouched cursed as he staggered back, clutching his stump. 
 
    To my left, Jessica was grappling with another group of voidtouched. While I’d been a frontline mercenary back in the day, working with every weapon my owners handed me, her focus had been different. Trained to infiltrate enemy organizations and hurt them from within, she’d had to learn how to fight without her choice of weapons, and it showed. 
 
    As the first voidtouched swung at her, she stepped deftly inside his reach. His blade hissed past an inch from her head, then she had hold of his arm without him even realizing. She spun on one foot, thrust back her hip, and flung him over her shoulder, straight into one of his comrades. The two of them fell in a tangle of limbs, and Jessica finished each of them off with a sharp kick to the head. 
 
    Above her, Barbara had taken to the air, her glorious wings spread wide. She fired down at the voidtouched with her slender golden pistol, a fast flurry of laser blasts. The shots scorched the armor of one of the voidtouched, decorating his front with burn marks, and he glared up at her. His scowl was cut short as her next shot hit him right between the eyes, and he fell, smoke drifting from the hole. 
 
    The ground all around us was scattered with rocks, some large and some small, some that had been gathering dirt for years and others that had been flung up by the Athena as she crashed. I grabbed one of those rocks with my esper powers and flung it at a voidtouched. There was a hollow sound as the stone cracked his skull and he sank to his knees before keeling over in the dirt. 
 
    A sound made me glance over my shoulder, just in time to see one of those black blades swinging at me. I flung myself down and rolled across the ground. Someone took the opportunity to fire at me, and as I came to my feet I ran, energy blasts flinging up spurts of dirt around my feet. Another shot glanced off my armor “, and I winced at the impact then flung myself into cover behind another of the rocks. 
 
    This rock was larger than the one I’d thrown—a boulder nearly a foot taller than I was. Shots cracked uselessly off its surface, and I grinned as I took a moment to catch my breath. 
 
    There was a blur of movement as something streaked past my boulder with a sound like thunder, then came to a halt with a crash at the edge of the trees. The blur resolved itself into Evia, a voidtouched hang from her hands, and I realized that the thundering sound had been the furious beating of her wings. She had carried that voidtouched across the field at incredible speed and slammed him head first into a tree. He groaned and tried to break from her grip, but she smashed him into the tree again, burying his horns in the wood. Leaving him there, she turned, drew a sword and, with grim determination, flew back into the fight. 
 
    A hiss drew my attention back to the boulder I was sheltering behind. To my amazement, the tip of a black blade appeared through the rock, striking down in a diagonal stroke. The sword emerged on the far side and then the top half of the boulder slid away, thudding to the ground. On the far side, a voidtouched stood, looking at me with a malicious grin, the sword that had severed the boulder pointing right at me. 
 
    “Fuck…” I groaned as I realized just how deadly these blades were. 
 
    “Surrender now,” the voidtouched said. “Maybe we’ll kill you quick when the time comes.” 
 
    “Gimme a moment to think about it.” I whipped up my gun and shot him through the eye. He toppled over, his sword slicing through the remains of the boulder. “I’ve thought about it. My answer is no.” 
 
    Back by the ship, Fiona was using her force spear to keep voidtouched soldiers from getting into the airlock. The spear spun through her hands, lunging and thrusting, stabbing and swinging. With one movement, she used the haft to trip an attacker, then ran him through with the blade. With the next, she parried a blow, then knocked her opponent’s sword from his hand with her riposte. 
 
    Two of the voidtouched swung at Fiona at the same time. She caught both blows on her spear, one each side of where she gripped the weapon. Both voidtouched pushed, using their combined strength to drive her back. Fiona’s thumb shifted ever so slightly, and the spear suddenly retracted into a short metal tube. Carried by their own force, the voidtouched fell past her and slammed into the Athena’s hull with a pair of clangs. Fiona spun around, extending her spear once more, and kicked one of the voidtouched in the back while she ran the other through. 
 
    The ship itself was fighting back. The intact weapons systems were mostly pointing the wrong way to be of any use, but just occasionally, a voidtouched on the fringe of the combat strayed into range, only to be vaporized by the sort of firepower used to fight other ships. A spray of that fire drove one group closer to Evia, who finished them off with military precision, a series of short sharp sword blows that came from her arms while the rest of her body stayed perfectly still. 
 
    With my heightened esper hearing, I caught the sound of something behind me, a faint crackle like feet creeping over fallen leaves. I turned to see a group of voidtouched emerging from the tree line, rifles at the ready. They raised their weapons and pointed them straight at me, like a firing squad ready to finish off a condemned man. 
 
    Using my mind, I grabbed the creepers that hung from nearby trees and wrapped them around the voidtouched. Rifles fell to the ground as their arms were pinned to their sides and their legs bound tight together. One of them managed to keep hold of his weapon and raised it with one shaking hand, trying to take aim at me. I called another creeper, and it grabbed him around the throat then yanked him into the branches above. 
 
    Like me, Jessica was using her esper powers to gain an edge in the fight. Her pinballs gleamed as they caught the sunlight. They spun in a circle around her head, occasionally flashing out to strike an opponent, like tiny metal fists flying through the air. They battered at the voidtouched, driving back Krahmin and two of his goons. One of the balls punched through a voidtouched’s throat, and he keeled over in a spray of blood. Another was flung from his feet as both balls hit him at once, the force of Jessica’s mind delivering a double strike. Krahmin himself snarled as he backed away. 
 
    I needed to get to Krahmin, but every time I tried, his thugs got in the way, or he stepped out of reach using one of his void portals. What could I do to give me an edge and to stop him from getting away? 
 
    My tactical training kicked in, and I focused on the flow of the fight. The successes of my crew were driving the voidtouched away from the Athena and their retreat naturally took them downslope. If I could get around the slope ahead of them, then perhaps I could make a grab at Krahmin during one of those moments of retreat. With renewed determination, I raised my pistol and dashed around the enemies’ flank, firing as I went. 
 
    Over the center of the fighting, Barbara was dodging frantically through the air as a growing number of voidtouched fired at her. Even from this range, I could see that she wouldn’t get away with it for much longer without being hit. The same thought had clearly crossed her mind as she holstered her pistol and, with a great sweep of her wings, flew down at her attackers, gripping her javelin in both hands. The force as she hit slammed the point of the weapon through one of the voidtouched, then through another behind him, and the weight of their bodies wrenched the weapon out of her hands as they fell. 
 
    “Got you!” one of the voidtouched yelled as he charged at her, sword swinging. 
 
    With a thud of wings, Evia leaped into the way of the voidtouched. She caught his blade on her own and twisted, flicking his sword from his hands, then cut his head off with a single stroke. More of them charged at her, and there was a rapid clang of metal on metal as she parried their blows. 
 
    Evia fought with a style I had never seen before, and that could only have worked for anjelica. Though she stayed on the ground, she moved with her wings as much as her feet, using the feathered appendages to speed her movements or provide balance for swifter, sharper strikes. At times, her whole body became a weapon, the wings clapping together to knock down an opponent behind her while she flung the weight of her body into stabbing the man in front. Her movements were controlled, concise, one moment drawn in and minimal, the next a spectacle of destruction as she flung herself at her next target. 
 
    While the others fought up close, I kept working my way around the edge of the fight, picking off the voidtouched at the fringes, the ones using guns rather than blades, while trying to get myself into a better position for the next time Krahmin used a portal. There was a pattern to his movements, advancing to support an attack then portaling back to wherever his troops had the biggest concentration. The practicalities of the fight meant that those concentrations were shifting downhill so that was where I needed to be. 
 
    Some of the gun-toting voidtouched had noticed what I was doing and turned their weapons on me. Bullets hissed past, one so close that I felt the wind of its passing against my cheek. I fired back, but after a second, the hammer of my gun fell on an empty chamber.  
 
    Instead of pausing to reload, and potentially losing my race for position, I reached out with my esper powers. Inspired by what I’d seen Barbara’s javelin do, I ripped branches off the nearest trees and sent them hurtling toward the voidtouched, wooden spears that shed leaves as they went. None of them broke through my targets’ exosuits, instead exploding into splinters on impact, but the force of those strikes was enough to stagger the voidtouched. That gave me time to reload, and by the time they found their senses, my bullets found them. 
 
    I glanced upslope and caught Fiona’s eye, and she scanned the situation, then nodded back to me. We knew each other well enough for her to understand what my plan was, or at least a part of it, and with no voidtouched left around the entrance to the Athena, she could afford to step away from the ship and help me with my plan. She pointed her spear and fired off a series of force blasts, striking around the feet of the voidtouched closest to the ship. They pulled back, and others followed their lead, heading downslope. 
 
    A lot of bodies littered the slope, all of them clad in black exosuits over purple skin. We were wearing the voidtouched force down, but they showed no sign of breaking and Krahmin remained as grimly determined as ever, shouting at his men to counter-attack, to get into the ship and get the device. But however hard he demanded, they couldn’t do what he wanted while Fiona stood in their way. 
 
    Evia, the experienced military officer, had clearly understood my plan as well. With a flutter of wings, she and Barbara landed beside Fiona. The three of them advanced, driving the voidtouched before them. Evia and Barbara fought in perfect unison, Barbara using the same forceful, balanced martial art that I’d noticed Evia using moments before. Had Barbara remembered some forgotten fighting skills, or was she learning here and now? Either way, it was an impressive sight, the two of them flowing around each other, making matching strikes or driving enemies onto each other’s blades, even grabbing hands and spinning around, wings wide, to lend Evia extra momentum that she used to slam into a clump of voidtouched, scattering them like bowling pins. Evia grabbed one of the voidtouched as he rose and flung him at Barbara, who ran him through, then ran to catch up with Evia, the two of them charging straight at Krahmin. 
 
    For a moment, fear flickered across the mob boss’s face. Then he waved a hand, and a portal appeared beside him, a black gap in the fabric of reality. I grinned wolfishly as the other end of the portal appeared only twenty feet from me, behind one of the last remaining groups of voidtouched. Even as Krahmin stepped through, I charged, using my esper powers to grant me extra momentum. I had to grab hold of Krahmin, to hang on hard enough to stop him escaping. It was the only way to make sure that he didn’t portal his way out of here. 
 
    Krahmin stepped out of the swirling blackness. He looked around, and his eyes went wide as he saw me. He tried to step back through, but the portal had already closed, and he didn’t have time to summon another. I slammed into him, wrapping one arm around his midriff, and the two of us went tumbling in the dirt. 
 
    We rolled down toward the trees, bouncing over uneven ground, stones jabbing at my back and sides. We hit a boulder and stopped, tangled together. With one hand, I seized Krahmin’s arm, while with the other, I tried to bring my pistol around. 
 
    Krahmin’s other arm was pinned underneath him, but he had other options. He swung his head at me, and I had to roll aside or risk being punctured by his horns. As I rolled, he went with me, pinning my gun arm under his knee and clamping his free hand around my throat. He growled, and a button popped off his sweaty shirt as his purple neck bulged. 
 
    “You think you can kill me, you pathetic little worm? I’m not just some two bit mob boss. I’m voidtouched. I’m the power from the depths of space, from the darkness of nightmares, from the emptiness before existence. I’ll reach back into a time before you were born and suck your life away.” 
 
    Tendrils of dark power emerged around his fingers and tightened on my throat, choking me. 
 
    “You know what you really are?” I croaked. “You’re a loser. You couldn’t make it among the other voidtouched, so you came to run with us other lowlifes instead. Then you couldn’t even get that right. I stole your ship. I wrecked your gang. I humiliated you. Now everyone knows that you’re nothing.” 
 
    I don’t know which thing I said made the difference. I was just flinging insults, trying to strike a nerve, to anger him into making a mistake. Something must have worked. With a roar, he jerked to his feet, hauling me up as he went. I gasped for breath as he raised me by my throat, his fingers tightening, a vicious gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to crush you,” he hissed. “Going to smear you so thin across this rock of a planet, your people won’t be able to find two atoms of you for a funeral.” 
 
    I tried to croak out words, but I didn’t have the breath. My comrades were fighting their way toward us, wiping out the other voidtouched, but they weren’t going to be here quick enough to save me. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn’t need to do that. 
 
    Unable to say anything, I instead glanced down and grinned. Krahmin looked down too, saw the pistol I was pointing at his arm, the empty ammo clip on the ground, and the bottom of the full clip I’d slid in while he was busy boasting. He had a split second to panic before I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Krahmin’s elbow exploded in a shower of bone and black blood. He screamed. I fell to the ground, landing on one knee, shook his severed hand from my throat, and fired again. This shot hit him in his other shoulder, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    Two last voidtouched thugs, chased by Fiona and Jessica, ran at me. I swung the gun around and took them out with a pair of perfectly placed shots, then lowered the gun and brought my attention back to Krahmin. 
 
    Krahmin twitched the fingers of his remaining hand. Black power swirled, faded, swirled, faded. His pain and his injuries were getting in the way of his powers. He couldn’t gather enough of the dark energy to summon a portal, and even if he did, I’d take him out before he could step through. 
 
    I stood over him, gun in hand, looking down at this monster. Krahmin had ruled the Stardust Runners and the city around them with cruelty, malice, and a terrible strength. I couldn’t count the number of lives that had been lost on his whim. Sometimes I’d been a part of that, and it wasn’t something I was proud of, but there was a lot of my life that felt that way. I’d never felt as though I had choices. Slave, soldier, gang member, at every step I’d existed to serve someone else, someone every bit as bad as Krahmin.  
 
    But now I was making my own choices, and I had to make sure they were the right ones. 
 
    “Let me go,” Krahmin said. “Let me go and I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    I was amazed at how steady he kept his voice, even as he clutched the stump of his ruined arm and blood oozed from his terrible wounds. 
 
    Kicking frantically at the rocky ground, Krahmin tried to scramble away from me, but with no hands free, he wasn’t going far. I followed, pace by slow pace, while he stared up at me with dread in his eyes. 
 
    “You can walk away from all of this if you let me go,” he said. “Escape this war. Escape what you’ve done. No one will come after you. No one needs to know your name.” 
 
    “That’s not what I want,” I said. “Not for me, and not for the universe. I quite like this place.” 
 
    “Let me go or they’ll destroy you,” he spat. “You’ve got no chance. Some puny human and a ship full of losers.” 
 
    “You think this is losing?” 
 
    I waved a hand at our surroundings: the fallen voidtouched, my comrades still standing, our amazing spaceship gleaming in the background. As if to emphasize my point, one of the fallen voidtouched pushed himself up on one elbow, groaned, then collapsed, dead. 
 
    “You think that’s winning?” I pointed at the stump of Krahmin’s arm. 
 
    “I’m not the one you have to worry about,” he said. “I’ve always known my place. Like them…” He nodded toward Barbara and Evia. “…I’m just a servant, a messenger of an almighty power. One moving part in a pair of machines battling for the future of the universe. I won’t need to destroy you myself when I recover from this, because my master will do it.” 
 
    “Your master?” 
 
    “All of our master.” He looked across the scattered bodies, then back at me. “Voidheart, the lord of the voidtouched, a power greater and more terrible than you can even imagine. You might think, for this fleeting moment, that you have won, but Voidheart will hunt you down. Your days are over.” 
 
    Voidheart. Not a name that meant anything to me, but why would it? I’d never been one to work much with the voidtouched, or to ask questions about Krahmin’s business. Maybe if I’d known where all of this was going then I might have paid more attention, back in those far off days that were only months ago but already felt like decades. But it would have done me no good then, and I had no idea what good it would do me now. Not enough to make it worth drawing out this conversation any longer. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked, raising my pistol. 
 
    “Is that it?” Krahmin shrieked. “Is that fucking it? Don’t you understand, you imbecile? You’re going to be destroyed, wiped from existence, rendered into dust to be swept off the floor of the universe, dirt trampled beneath his boot, a smear of nothing against the—” 
 
    I pulled the trigger. A crack sounded as the gun jerked in my hand, spitting death at Krahmin, master of the Stardust Runners. His head jerked back, a hole in his forehead, and the back of his skull burst across the stony ground, spattering it with gray lumps. 
 
    “Funny, I thought he had more brains than that,” Fiona said, staring at the mess. 
 
    Jessica gave a snort of laughter. Barbara pressed a hand to her mouth, while Evia stood stern, silent, imposing. I thought that she was judging Krahmin, but it was possible that the look was for me. The Valkyries dealt out bloody vengeance themselves, but how did they feel about other folks treading on their turf? 
 
    “He was a slippery bastard,” I said, “but he wasn’t going to slip out this time.” I holstered my gun and nodded back toward the Athena. “Come on, we’ve got repairs to finish.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, those repairs were easier said than done. The Athena was a large and complex vessel, built with technology that wasn’t what any of us were used to, and nobody in the crew was a full-time engineer. We used the skills we had—and by we, I mostly meant the ladies—and the manual labor of the rest, myself included, to patch the vessel back together over the next few days. 
 
    It was Barbara who started on clearing away the voidtouched bodies. I would have done it sooner or later, if only for the sake of the smell, but she cared about giving even these monsters dignity in death. 
 
    “They don’t deserve it,” I pointed out, even as I helped her carry the bodies to the shallow ravine we were using as a grave. 
 
    “It’s not about them,” she replied. “It’s about us. Do you want to be the sort of person who leaves bodies out, who’s too callous to at least give his opponents a resting place?” 
 
    Not long ago, I would have said that I was exactly that person, and I would have taken pride in it. But that was when I’d been a gangster, just like Krahmin, and the more time passed, the happier I was to leave that guy behind. 
 
    Krahmin himself went in last, flung on top of his men. Then I used my esper powers to dislodge rocks and earth along the sides of the ravine, and its walls fell in, burying them. Not much of a grave, but better than nothing. Better than he deserved, and enough for us. 
 
    It took two more days to get the Athena into condition to take off, and another day after that to do it safely. Or at least, we hoped it would be safe. 
 
    “She’s ready to fly again,” Fiona announced that evening, wiping grease from her hands. We were gathered around another campfire in the clearing I’d found on the first day, and which had become our regular evening hangout, once everyone was tired of looking at ship parts. “Theoretically, at least.” 
 
    “Is theoretically good enough?” Barbara asked. “I’d hate for us to take off and then someone gets sucked out into space because part of the hull falls off.” 
 
    She looked around the circle with clear and real concern for all of our safety. 
 
    “Theoretically will have to do.” Evia had a handful of the hard-shelled nuts we’d found on some of the local trees. She cracked one with her bare hand, cast the shell into the fire, and popped the nut into her mouth. “We’ve already waited too long, while the voidtouched do whatever they’re doing. If there’s any chance of getting back into action, we have to take it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Fiona said. “Better to turn up late than to crash back down in flames.” 
 
    “Better to try and fail than to fail by default,” Jessica said. “I’m with Evia. We can’t afford to hesitate, or to wait any longer.” 
 
    Two each way. They turned to look at me, the firelight casting their faces in warm, soft hues, waiting for me to cast the deciding vote. If it was just my life I was risking, the decision would have been easy, but the lives of people I cared about were at stake. 
 
    Unfortunately, so was the entire universe. WE couldn’t make this about us. 
 
    “We’ll risk it,” I said. “I trust the work you guys have done, and that it will get us back into the fight. Eat well now and get a good night’s sleep, because tomorrow, we fly.” 
 
    Sure enough, the next morning we emerged from our cabins and assembled on the bridge. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Aelia?” I asked. 
 
    “Very well, thank you, Simon,” the ship’s AI replied. “You’ve all taken such good care of me, I feel ready to take on whatever the universe can throw at us.” 
 
    “And if I asked you for a full and detailed damage assessment, would that sound as optimistic?” 
 
    “There might be a few systems that are still suboptimal, but I don’t want to bother you with those right now. Unless you want to be bothered?” 
 
    I considered that for a moment, then shook my head. 
 
    “We’ve done everything we can with the resources we have here. Now it’s time to take our fates in our hands.” 
 
    I took the command seat, while the others went to their stations. 
 
    “Everybody buckle up,” I said. “I doubt this is going to be smooth.” 
 
    I triggered the engines. There was a roar that died to a low rumble. The ship shook so hard that my teeth rattled, and for a moment I feared that the Athena was going to shake herself apart. Then we lifted out of the ditch we’d plowed in our crash landing, fallen trees and heaps of rock fell from the ship’s sides, and the shaking faded to almost nothing. 
 
    “Friction has fallen by eighty-three percent,” Aelia reported. “It’s easier to fly in a gaseous atmosphere than through rock.” 
 
    “Was that a joke, Aelia?” I asked. 
 
    “Just something I’m trying out,” the ship replied. “What do you think?” 
 
    I grinned. “I think it’s time we stopped gassing and got out of here.” 
 
    I steered us up, through a thick bank of clouds, into the ship’s upper atmosphere and then into the void beyond. There were still trembles and creaks from the ship, and moments when Fiona and Jessica leaned together to look at a flashing red light on an instrument panel, before dismissing it as nothing we could fix. I was very glad I was strapped in as we made our final step out of the atmosphere, the whole ship lurching one last time. Then a stillness settled over the ship, and it felt like the Athena I was used to. 
 
    “Engines seem to be intact,” Jessica declared. “We’ve not exploded yet, and the only thing left to test is the hyperdrive.” 
 
    “I’ve got a course plotted to the Turgon system,” Fiona added. “Ready when you are, Simon.” 
 
    I swallowed. Hyperspace was the biggest strain you could put on a ship. It was easily possible that we’d repaired enough to get out of atmosphere but would crumple when we tried to make a jump. But without it, we’d never get where we needed to be. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” I tapped a control. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened, and I wondered if we were truly stuck. If the hyperdrive couldn’t be repaired, then we were effectively stranded. 
 
    I needn’t have worried. After a moment’s delay, there was a flash, space seemed to stretch around us, and we were catapulted into the psychedelically swirling colors of hyperspace. 
 
    “How are we holding together?” I asked. 
 
    Fiona and Jessica both unbuckled themselves from their seats and started roaming the bridge, looking at different screens and the readings on them. 
 
    “So far so good,” Jessica said. “We need to adjust some settings to take account of different power flows since the repairs, but that’s expected.” 
 
    “Nothing that’s falling apart?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but if we go running off the bridge, you know why.” 
 
    So far so good. Now there was just the question of what was happening in the rest of the universe. 
 
    “Barbara, start scanning any broadcast channels that carry through hyperspace,” I said. “See if there are any reports that could indicate what the voidtouched are up to. Or the rest of the anjelica, for that matter; their activities might tell us where the voidtouched have been busy.” 
 
    “Already on it,” she said, staring intently at her control panel. 
 
    I glanced at the diagram currently on my own control pad, which showed our course through hyperspace, the time left until we were due to reach Turgon. Even the fastest means of transport in the universe wasn’t fast enough for me, given what was at stake. 
 
    Evia walked slowly and thoughtfully across the bridge, then laid a hand on my shoulder. I looked up into those dark, penetrating eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life,” she said. 
 
    “Huh?” I blinked, trying to work out what she was talking about. 
 
    “In the Dredarian system, when my ship was wrecked and I almost died, you saved me. To my shame, I’ve only just realized that I haven’t properly thanked you.” 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t worry about it, I wasn’t keeping score. In fact, so much has happened since then, I’d pretty much forgotten about it.” 
 
    “Still, it’s important for me to thank you properly.” 
 
    I remembered her naked body, sweat running down her spine, the two of us trembling in ecstasy on the balcony of my hotel room. I could think of better ways to thank me properly than just saying it, and she was clearly having similar thoughts, but now wasn’t the time to act on them, not with Turgon so close. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. 
 
    “And thank you for your help in securing the star energy as well,” she said. “Without you, we wouldn’t have the weapon we need to win.” 
 
    “It is an impressive weapon,” I said, winking. “Once this is over, you can thank me properly.” 
 
    “Oh, I will.” She ran her tongue across her upper lip. Then her expression turned serious. “We anjelica have been battling the voidtouched for so long, it’s hard to even imagine a time when that isn’t part of our lives. A war that has ground on forever, and you’ve given us a chance to finally end it, to gain the victory that we and the universe need.” 
 
    I looked down at the case of star matter that sat next to my seat. Such a small thing to represent such a huge change. Such a staggering amount of energy stored in that space. The engineering achievements of the anjelica were truly staggering, and yet one of them still felt that my part in this mattered. It might have been humbling, if I didn’t remember just how much effort I’d gone to for us to get here. I reckoned that, where impact on the universe was concerned, I was batting above average these days. 
 
    Staring at that case, I considered what lay ahead. 
 
    “What will happen once we do this?” I asked. 
 
    “In what sense?” Evia asked. 
 
    “Well, once we deliver this load to its destination, the burgeoning starbearer won’t be at risk anymore. Is that all that we need for a victory? Will the war be over straight away?” 
 
    Evia shook her head, and a dark expression crossed her face. 
 
    “The war will only be over when the voidtouched are all destroyed,” she said, clenching her fist. “When every last one of those greedy, murderous scum is wiped from the face of the universe.” 
 
    “Don’t hold back on my part,” I said. 
 
    “You’re mocking me,” she growled. 
 
    “Can you blame me? Saying that you want to wipe out your enemies to the very last, I mean, that never happens. No war ends so cleanly. There are always prisoners and people who get away, for better or for worse. You just mop up the ones you can and then get on with building the peace.” 
 
    Evia shook her head again. “This is different. The voidtouched are, by their nature, a dark and corrupting force. They’re happy to threaten the whole of existence, to shake apart every other life in the universe, if it means that they can rule over the rubble at the end. We can’t allow a threat like that to continue.” 
 
    “Once the starbearer is secure, surely they’re not a threat anymore? I mean, what are they going to do, find another one to corrupt?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they’ll do, and that is part of the danger. As long as they’re infecting the universe, the voidtouched will always be a threat. They’ll always be looking for a way to dominate the other species, and they’ll be willing to use whatever tools it takes to win that domination. Are you willing to spend the rest of your life wondering what fresh horror they’re going to unleash next? What it might mean for you, for the people you care about?” 
 
    My gaze followed hers across the bridge, to where Fiona, Jessica, and Barbara were in discussion over a control panel, considering the state of our battered comms systems. When I turned back, Evia was staring intently at me, judging me once again. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a subdued voice and gave a small nod. “I get your point, and you know as well as I do that I’ll do whatever’s needed to protect the people I care about.” I looked pointedly back at her. “All of them.” 
 
    Her lips parted, just a little, and I remembered them brushing against mine, the taste of her, the feel of her, the flutter of wings and the groans of pleasure. She swallowed, smiled a stiff little smile, then gave an abrupt nod. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I didn’t mean to doubt you, just to make a point.” 
 
    She looked down at the case, and a strange expression crossed her face—there was something of awe in it, and of longing. Perhaps even hope or relief. She extended her fingers, as if she was going to pick up the case, then drew them back and placed her hand protectively over her belly. 
 
    “Once the new starbearer emerges, we’ll be in uncharted territory,” she said. “Until this new being became a possibility, our war had followed familiar patterns, similar themes, down through the millennia. The fight raged back and forth without beginning or end and without any prospect of changing. This starbearer’s existence has heightened those patterns, but it has narrowed them down as well, focused our efforts around this one moment. The stabearer’s emergence will destroy the balance we have had and throw us into new territory. I don’t know what that will be like. No one does. But you have given us a chance to fight, and it is worth the turmoil and the uncertainty to face even the faint possibility of victory.” 
 
    She smiled at me. It wasn’t the smile of someone who smiled often or was comfortable with the expression. That made it all the more precious to me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “And trust me, we’re going to have more than just a chance. We’re going to get that victory. We’re going to make the universe safe.” 
 
    I didn’t feel as confident as I sounded, but sometimes truth isn’t as important as the effect your words can have, the chance to lift people up, to give them the confidence they need to fight on. Evia’s smile grew, just a little, and I knew I’d made the right choice. 
 
    “Approaching the Turgon system,” Aelia announced, her voice soft over the ship’s speakers. “Do you still intend to leave hyperspace, Simon?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. “Everyone brace yourselves, just in case.” 
 
    By now, I was fairly confident that our repairs would hold, but returning to normal space would still be a big transition, the last untested boundary for the battered Athena, and it was better to be ready just in case. The others took their seats, and we all buckled in, as a dot moved across the diagram of space on my control console, that tiny movement signaling our approach to our target, closer, closer, closer… 
 
    “We are in system,” Aelia said. “Ready to return to normal space.” 
 
    “Do it,” I said. 
 
    The swirling colors around us stretched then compressed, like an elastic band drawn out and suddenly released. Then they vanished to black and a scatter of stars. The lurch of our reentry wasn’t as bad as I had feared, and only the flashing of an amber light on Fiona’s console warned me that anything might not be right. 
 
    “Do we have a problem?” I asked. 
 
    Fiona read the console for a moment, then shook her head. “Probably just some loose wiring. Everything’s working still. We just need to do some maintenance when we have a spare hour.” 
 
    One glance at the main screen told me that a spare hour wasn’t coming now. We had dropped out of hyperspace close enough for the Turgon system’s central star to be a large, bright disk blazing away in the center of the screen, a seething, shining circle of fire. But something about it wasn’t quite normal, wasn’t the way I expected a star to look. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Fiona asked, as a frown crossed my face. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. “Maybe something good, maybe something bad, but definitely something…” 
 
    I squinted, trying to make out what was happening in the star. It was far too bright to look at directly, and so for me to try to make out what was going on, what had set me on edge. 
 
    “Can we put some kind of filter on the screen?” I asked. “Something so that we can look at the star?” 
 
    “Of course.” Barbara’s fingers danced deftly across her console. 
 
    The shining light of that huge disk dimmed, just enough that I could look at it directly, though it still strained my sight. I frowned. Whatever I’d been looking at, the dimming effect had flattened it out. The star was easier to look at, but the strangeness wasn’t any easier to identify or understand. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Evia rose from her seat, and her wings unfurled behind her, as if she were unconsciously preparing for a fight. 
 
    “Something about the star,” I said, still squinting at it. “It looks almost… alive.” 
 
    Now that I said it out loud, it was the only response that made sense. There was a shifting in the surface of the star, a movement of color and light, that reminded me of exposed flesh in a wound, of scans of bodies in battlefield medical stations, of the monitors in a hospital I’d visited to see an old friend. Though I associated those images with moments of injury and danger, I didn’t get an impression of damage here.  
 
    What I saw in that throbbing, trembling mass of energy was life, raw and vital, untamed and unlimited by the frailties of the human body. Life exposed to the elements of the universe. Life yearning, striving, pulsing to be itself. 
 
    It was as if the whole star were a beating heart. 
 
    My mouth hung open as I gaped at the majesty of it. Was this the starbearer, on the verge of being born? Or were there other forces here, powers beyond even the anjelica and the voidtouched and the legends that had driven them to war? 
 
    Our view of the star slowly shifted as we circled around it, carried by the momentum we had brought with us out of hyperspace. The star remained the same, vast and vital, but our perspective on it changed. A large, dark blot appeared, something in orbit. 
 
    “Is that a ship?” Jessica asked, her voice tight with tension. “And if it is, whose side is it on?” 
 
    “That can’t be a ship.” Barbara once again tapped at sensor controls on her console. “It’s the size of a large moon, and almost the same shape.” 
 
    The view on the screen changed again as she zoomed in on the shape drifting past in front of the star. She gasped. Evia snorted. 
 
    “It is a fucking ship,” Jessica said. 
 
    The thing facing us was extraordinary, a vast vessel floating in the void, a dark shape against the brightness beyond. As our view shifted across its surface, I saw thrusters and sensors, shield projectors and weapons mounts. Other ships, many of them larger than the Athena, were held at docking areas on its surface, one of them sliding into a protective bay beyond the ship’s outer shell. The construction ships milling around exposed girders and loose plates at one end indicated that this thing wasn’t even finished yet, that whoever designed it had schemes grander still than what we were seeing. 
 
    “What is it?” Barbara asked. 
 
    “A carrier ship,” Evia said. “Safe transport and shelter for other ships with smaller engines and less armor. They’re used to get fleets of more maneuverable vessels into position, as well as to carry supplies and provide a command post.” 
 
    “So you’ve seen one like this before?” 
 
    “Like this?” Evia laughed bitterly. “I’ve never seen anything like this. I doubt anyone has. The scale of it is staggering. Whoever this is, they’ve got plenty of ambition.” 
 
    As our view panned across the surface of the carrier, I noticed a network of girders protruding from the hull, with long cables stretching along them and a dense cluster of mirrors and lenses at the base. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, and gestured for Barbara to zoom in on the array. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Evia said, “But it’s doing something.” 
 
    Sure enough, there was a change in the space around the base of the array. It was the opposite of a glow, a darkness that seemed to seep from those lenses and reflectors, intensifying as it expanded and then coalesced, drawing together into a pool of dark power.  
 
    There was a surge in that power, like a wave rising. It narrowed into a beam, slender by the standards of the carrier ship but huge by any other measure. It poured out through the network of cables and girders, down the path built for it there, tightening as it went, somehow becoming even more blackly menacing. 
 
    The beam of darkness shot straight at the star. It hit the surface, narrow as a single needle prodding at the curve of a balloon. But like that needle, it could clearly harm the thing it touched. Darkness rolled out from the point where the beam hit, spreading across the surface of the star. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine. There was no way that this could be good. 
 
    Portals opened in the flank of the carrier, huge metal doors sliding back, and ships emerged. Not the cargo and construction vessels I’d been watching at work and around the docks, but battleships. Ugly things, solid and lumbering, with dark surfaces and angular edges. I hadn’t seen many ships like it before, but the one I had seen was emblazoned forever across my mind. 
 
    For a moment, the sheer scale of the carrier tricked me. Everything seemed to move slowly. Then the size of the vessels I was looking at sunk in, and I realized that they were rushing out, a fleet swifting assembling around the vast hulk. 
 
    “The voidtouched!” Evia exclaimed. “They’re already here.” She stared at the dark beam lancing across the screen, a look of anguish crossing her face. “And they’re already corrupting the starbearer!” 
 
    The dark patch was spreading slowly relative to the size of the star, but it was undoubtedly spreading. A poison seeping into the thing that we had come to save. Death, or perhaps something worse, coming for the one life the whole universe was relying on. 
 
    It was hard to judge at this distance and against such a ridiculously huge vessel, but the voidtouched ships seemed smaller than the one we had faced before. Large still, large enough that many of them could have taken on the Athena alone. 
 
    “If they’re already started, then we don’t have much time,” I said. “We need to stop them before they permanently harm the starbearer.” 
 
    “Never mind us stopping them.” Fiona pointed to another part of the screen. “They’re coming to stop us.” 
 
    Sure enough, the fleet that had assembled outside the carrier was streaming toward the Athena, weapon arrays gleaming in the light from the nearby star. 
 
    “Hostile ships incoming,” Aelia announced over the speakers. An amber light started to flash in alarm. 
 
    “Really?” Jessica snapped. “I would never have noticed.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I might arrange an eye test at some—” 
 
    “It was sarcasm!” 
 
    “No time for this now,” I snapped. “Everyone to your stations. Weapons up. Activate whatever defenses we’ve got.” 
 
    My hands gripped the controls tight as I braced myself for a fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The enemy ships soared away from the vast bulk of the carrier and out through the system, heading toward us. Light from the star gleamed off their flanks, illuminating the protrusions down their sides. At this distance, it was impossible to make out what each individual shape was, but I had no doubt that, up close, we would see portals and sensors, weapon arrays and shield domes. 
 
    “The way they’re moving,” Barbara said. “It’s different from what we faced before, isn’t it?” 
 
    She was right. Even this far out, I could see that they moved with more agility than the powerful but clunky hulk we had faced in the Dredarian system, shifting around each other to form up into a battle formation. 
 
    I pushed us forward, not too fast yet, not wanting to give away what the Athena was capable of. With any luck, these guys hadn’t had a report on the events in Dredarian, and so wouldn’t know how the Athena could outfight a ship several times her size. 
 
    Whether she could outfight a whole fleet was another matter, one that left a cold, hard feeling of dread like ice in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Collision alert,” Aelia announced, her voice still calm but louder than usual. 
 
    “I know we’re flying right at them, but I don’t think we need to worry about collisions yet,” I said. 
 
    “Collision alert,” Aelia repeated. 
 
    “Seriously, those ships are minutes away.” 
 
    “Collision alert. Not the oncoming ships, the meteorites coming in from starboard.” 
 
    “The what now?” I tapped a button, and another screen illuminated at the side of the bridge. On it, a swarm of rocks was hurtling toward us, dust painting long trails in their wake. If they hit, then we’d be damaged before the fight even started. 
 
    “Shields up,” I said. “Prepare for evasive maneuvers. Barbara, give me a diagram of the meteor cloud, holographic if you can.” 
 
    A hologram appeared in the air in front of me, a three-dimensional projection of the meteorite cloud, with the Athena sitting in front of its path. The cloud was wide and loose. Normal procedure would have been to fly away from it, then turn out of its path once we were far enough ahead. But doing that would leave our flank exposed to the incoming ships, and they were coming a lot faster than I liked. 
 
    One thing did act in our favor: the looseness of the cloud. 
 
    “I think there’s a path I can navigate through that,” I said. “And keep us facing the enemy. Everyone buckle up.” 
 
    “You think we haven’t already?” Fiona patted the straps holding us in place. “Let’s go for it.” 
 
    I turned our course up and to the right, watched as the holographic display shifted. A few of the images of meteorites blinked in and out of existence as our sensors lost track of some rocks and found others they hadn’t seen before: not great news, but not unexpected. All we could do was act on the information we had. 
 
    The foremost rocks were nearly on us. We should be clear of those, it was the ones coming behind I worried about. I turned us a little further, to steer well clear of the largest meteorite. It soared past behind us, while another passed close ahead. We flew into its dust tail, and for a moment the main screen looked like we were flying through fog. 
 
    Several more were coming our way, hurtling at deadly speed. I gripped the controls tight, twisting the Athena left and right, up and down, swerving out of their paths and through the trails of the meteorites that had passed. 
 
    “Collision alert!” Aelia exclaimed and a light flashed red. 
 
    “You think I don’t know?” I shouted. 
 
    Then I saw it, two rocks up ahead, and no way to dodge both. In a split second moment of reflex I steered us straight at the smaller one. The screen flashed blue as the meteorite shattered against Athena’s shields, and we hurtled on through the debris. 
 
    “Shields at eighty-two percent,” Aelia said calmly. 
 
    “Could be a lot worse,” I muttered. 
 
    “It would have been, if not for you,” Fiona said. “Well done.” 
 
    At last, we emerged from the meteorite swarm. I let out a sigh and wiped sweat from my brow. Now all we had to face was a whole voidtouched space fleet… 
 
    “Would you like to plot a course through the other meteorite swam?” Aelia asked. 
 
    “The other…” I gaped in alarm at the view coming up on the side screen, of another swarm of meteorites sweeping through the system. Then I grinned. These weren’t heading directly toward us. In fact, they were hurtling into the path of the voidtouched fleet. 
 
    I could tell the moment when our enemies realized what was happening. Ships at the front of the formation started wheeling away to one side, while others followed or started their own alarmed paths away from the incoming threat. I expected to see collisions as unwieldy voidtouched ships crossed each other’s paths, and was disappointed as they steered safely through the chaos of their own making. 
 
    At least the meteorites would get them. There was no way that ships like the one we’d seen before could get through a thing like this unscathed. 
 
    The ships started evasive maneuvers and, to my surprise, started steering out of the paths of the meteorites. For a moment, it looked like they were all going to get away with it, but bright flashes showed where a couple of ships were hit, one explosion big enough that it had to mean a whole ship was destroyed. Still, most of them were only taking glancing blows, despite the tightly packed fleet and the size of the meteorite swarm. 
 
    “Zoom in on some of those ships,” I said. “I think we’re facing something different.” 
 
    The main screen stayed the same, but two more screens to either side lit up, showing close up views of parts of the voidtouched fleet. These ships weren’t like Krahmin’s clunky ship that we had fought while trying to get the star energy. Some were smaller, others had smoother lines. While many had conventional engines, others had solar sails. Even the aesthetics of their hulls varied, from dark lumps to sleek and shining curves to one painted in red and blue stripes. They were nimble enough to avoid getting crushed by meteorites—most of them, at least—and they were very varied. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. “Can’t the voidtouched make up their mind what sorts of ships they like?” 
 
    “Those aren’t all voidtouched,” Evia said. “Most of them are other people’s designs. Starships of every kind, from every sentient race in the galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of an alliance to pull together,” I said. “How do you think they persuaded them?” 
 
    “Greed. Deception. The usual. What interests me is whether these are renegades, or whether there are entire civilizations that the Valkyries will need to crush.” 
 
    That was a wild idea, but judging by her face, she was deadly serious. It was easy to forget, spending time with her, that she was part of one of the most ruthless fighting forces in the universe. 
 
    “If they’d got whole empires on their side then we would have heard something about it by now,” I said. “This has to be renegades or dissident factions. No sane civilization would buy into the voidtouched agenda.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Evia didn’t sound convinced. She pointed at one cluster of ships. “But what about those?” 
 
    Sure enough, there was a large group of matching ships, apparently a fighting force sent by some significant political player. Sleek, shining ships that were all too familiar to me. 
 
    “Irunians,” I said. “If anyone’s in league with the voidtouched, it would be them.” 
 
    Was this Commander Presven and the Indigo Swarm again, or some other faction within the byzantine hierarchy that was the Irunians? I suspected we would find out soon enough. I half hoped that it was Presven: it would be nice to settle scores with several enemies at once. 
 
    “Better get ready,” I said. “The meteorites have almost passed.” 
 
    The first of their fleet was emerging from the tail end of the meteorite swarm. They moved slower now than they had before, not advancing on us while they reformed their scattered formation. A brief reprieve, time for us to prepare for what came next. The Athena against a fleet drawn from all over the universe. That couldn’t end well. 
 
    “Warning,” Aelia announced, and an amber light filled the bridge. 
 
    “Not again.” I ran a hand across my face. “What can it be this time?” 
 
    “Unknown ships approaching from behind.” 
 
    I groaned. Barbara tapped at her console, and the screens that had shown close ups of the enemy fleet switched to our rear view. Sure enough, more vessels were coming in. Just small dots at first, bright thanks to the light they caught as they approached the star. But as they came closer and our sensors zoomed in, shapes emerged. 
 
    These ships weren’t as eclectic as the fleet we already faced. They followed a similar design, most of them having triangular hulls with a raised dome for the bridge. As I looked, several were drawing in solar sails that would save fuel on in-system maneuvering but be vulnerable liabilities in battle. Some were clearly designed for fighting, with weapons ports along their sides and fighter hangars opening underneath. Others seemed to have been hastily converted for combat, with weapons pods and one-shot missiles mounted onto vessels with bulky cargo space at their rear. 
 
    Still, there were variations, different sorts of shielding and landing gear that indicated they worked in different atmospheres. Their identification markings used a variety of styles, scripts, and placements. 
 
    “Great,” Jessica said, staring up at the screen. “Now we’re surrounded.” 
 
    “Not the first time we’ve been cornered and escaped,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It’s one thing to fight our way out of a gangster’s lair and vanish into the bustling streets. Fighting two whole fleets of spaceships with our lone vessel? That’s a whole other bag of nightmares.” 
 
    “Well, some of these latest arrivals are almost in weapons range, so I don’t think we can escape this one just by waking up. Fiona, Jessica, Evia, get ready on the weapons. Barbara, stick with sensors, watch out for dangers we might miss. I’ll maneuver.” I took a deep breath. “Brace yourselves.” 
 
    In any other situation, I would have turned to face the ships coming in behind, but that would have left our back exposed to an even greater threat. Instead, I tilted the Athena just a little, so that more of our weapons could fire back along our length when the time came. 
 
    “Approaching ship within weapons range,” Aelia said, as soft as if she was telling a bedtime story. “It is adjusting course and slowing speed.” 
 
    Obvious moves leading up to an attack run. Still, I didn’t give the order to fire. Better to wait and catch them with a big burst once they were closer and more vulnerable. It meant taking a few hits first, but would work better in the long run. No risk, no reward. 
 
    Except that the ship still wasn’t firing at us. In fact, its course didn’t seem right for an attack approach. Instead, it kept on slowing, until it drifted into a position parallel to us and came to a stop, so close we could have spacewalked over for a drink and a chat. Behind it, other ships were starting to take similar paths. 
 
    “Communication incoming from the new ship,” Barbara said. “Should I put it on speaker?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said. “I want to know what in all the hells is going on here.” 
 
    There was a brief hiss, then a voice sounded through the bridge. 
 
    “…to unknown ship, I repeat, are you here to help?” 
 
    “Depends who’s asking,” I replied. “Who are all of you?” 
 
    “My name is Captain Wasi Olusoga of the Golden Reach, and I’m what passes for an admiral around here.” 
 
    “An admiral? You’re in charge of this fleet?” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Olusoga sounded strained, tensed up and ready for trouble. “Given that we weren’t even a fleet a day ago, command and control is a bit uncertain, but I’m it. And who are you?” 
 
    “Simon Jackson helming the Athena.” 
 
    “And you’re here to help us? Thank goodness. We thought that no one outside of the system had received our signal.” 
 
    “What signal?” 
 
    “The one calling for help.” 
 
    I glanced at Barbara, who shook her head. 
 
    “I hate to tell you this,” I said, “but as far as we can tell, that signal never went anywhere.” 
 
    “But we…” Olusoga groaned. 
 
    “This cry for help, was it calling for people to help you stop whatever’s happening at that star?” 
 
    “Exactly! We’ve come from planets across this system, pulling together whatever ships we could get hold of, military or otherwise. As far as we can tell, those people are destroying our star. We need to do something to stop them before our homes are wiped out.” 
 
    “In that case, we’re here to help you,” I said. “What they’re doing threatens the whole universe, and we’ve come to stop them.” 
 
    “Threatens the whole…” Olusoga’s voice trailed off for a moment, then came back sharply. “That’s absurd. No one can threaten the whole universe.” 
 
    “They’re voidtouched,” Evia said. “Trust me, if they try, they can unravel pretty much anything.” 
 
    “Whatever we have to do, we’ll do it.” Olusoga sounded grimly determined. 
 
    “And we’ll be with you,” I said. “We’re going to have to take out that carrier, but we’ve got a more urgent problem first.” 
 
    I looked at the screen, where the eclectic armada of the voidtouched and their allies was once again hurtling toward us. There were slightly fewer ships, and some of them were damaged from meteorite strikes, but they were still an intimidating force. I couldn’t judge how they stacked up against our side, the ships were too varied to balance the odds. I just had to hope that they weren’t entirely against us. 
 
    “I saw that,” Olusoga said. “And it looks like we arrived just in time. Do you want to take the lead?” 
 
    I shrugged, then realized that he couldn’t see me. “Sure, why not. They’ve been swept off their original course by a meteor strike, and that gives us an opportunity.” 
 
    Olusoga’s laugh was deep and rich. “That’s Turgon for you: all the rocks are great for mining, but you’ve got to watch your ass. Those guys should have done their research.” 
 
    I laughed along with him, a little embarrassed that I hadn’t done my research either. 
 
    “I’ll head for their star-wise flank,” I said. “Try to draw them that way by threatening the carrier. There’s no chance I’ll get through yet, but they’ll have to stretch out and expose some of their ships to your attack. Throw in everything you’ve got, and we’ll take it from there.” 
 
    It wasn’t a sophisticated strategy, but we didn’t have time to think of something sophisticated, or enough experience flying together to execute it. Sometimes, the best you could do was a swift feint and a really big punch. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll keep the fleet tuned to this wavelength, in case you need us. Good luck, Captain Jackson.” 
 
    “And to you, Admiral Olusoga.” 
 
    He laughed again at the sound of the title, and then the comms went quiet. It was only then that I realized I had no idea what our new comrade looked like. Not him, not any of his crew, nor any of the others flying with them. It felt strange, but was probably for the best. Easier to deal with the deaths of comrades if you’ve never seen their faces, and there was no way that all these people lived through what was coming. 
 
    “What now?” Barbara asked. 
 
    “Like I said, we fly star-wise,” I said. “And then we fight.” 
 
    Fiona cracked her knuckles. “At last.” 
 
    I shifted the controls, and the Athena tilted into a turn, sweeping away from our allies and around the system in the direction of the central star. As we went, the voidtouched fleet shifted, many of them moving to intercept us, others to cover their flank. 
 
    “Here we go.” I watched the holographic display in front of me, where the paths of meteors had been replaced by those of enemy ships. It wasn’t as vivid and detailed as looking at them on the main screen, but it was three dimensional, and that gave me a much better idea of where to maneuver. 
 
    With so many different ships and their different capabilities, it was virtually impossible for the enemy fleet to hold any sort of cohesion, one of the reasons I was flying so fast. If I could spread them out pursuing me, then perhaps I could pick a few off on their own, before they smartened up and started flying together. 
 
    A couple of smaller, lighter ships pulled out ahead of all the rest, darting toward us like needles through the dark cloth of space. Bursts of laser fire sprayed from their front armaments, but they’d clearly saved space for fast engines by cutting back on targeting systems. The lasers missed us wildly, and the gunners’ attempts to compensate over-shot, missing to the other side. 
 
    “Do we have anything like mines?” I asked. “Some sort of nasty surprise we can leave behind?” 
 
    “I’m ahead of you,” Fiona said. “I’ve set a couple of torpedoes on a timer. Launch them out the back at no speed, see what they do.” 
 
    “Great. Go for it.” 
 
    She hit a button. I felt like there should have been a whoosh or a clunk, some sign of what had happened, but the weapons themselves were in another part of the ship. This was space warfare, everything taking place at a strange, calm distance, right up to the point where it went horribly wrong. 
 
    “Nearly there,” Fiona muttered. “Nearly, nearly…” 
 
    On one of the side screens, those slender ships shot toward us, still firing wildly. Suddenly, there was a flash, then another. One of the ships snapped in two, spilling its innards into space. The other buckled along one side and lurched to its left. 
 
    I spun us around and hurtled back toward the surviving ship. Badly damaged, it was unlikely to get away from us, but I wanted to be sure. 
 
    “Jessica, Evia, finish her off,” I said. 
 
    Our forward turrets fired, tight beams designed to punch through armor. There was a ripple of light as the other ship’s last remaining shields collapsed, then an explosion as a shot hit her engines, demolishing her. 
 
    “Good work.” I leaned back in my seat. “Who’s next?” 
 
    A trio of ships were moving toward us. They were shaped like lemons and painted gray, each one a little smaller than the Athena, but big enough that together they could offer a real challenge. I flew straight toward the patch of empty space between them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fiona asked. “They’ll be able to fire at us from every side.” 
 
    “Only if they want to risk hitting each other. Meanwhile, we’ll be able to use our newly improved side batteries. Keep firing as we head in, wear down their shields, but be ready to switch weapons systems once you’ve got the angle.” 
 
    The ships raced toward us, their own front guns firing. There were a lot of misses, some thanks to the shifting path I flew. A few shots burst bright against our shields. 
 
    “Shield strength at seventy-six percent,” Aelia said. 
 
    “Thanks for the update.” I gritted my teeth and focused on flying. No need to worry about that yet. “All batteries, fire now!” 
 
    We shot into the gap between the ships, all guns blazing. But there was another light that I hadn’t expected, a web of energy that suddenly appeared between the three ships. It clung around us, dragging the Athena to a halt. 
 
    “What is that?” Jessica asked, peering at a screen. 
 
    “Energy net,” Evia said. “I’d heard that they use them in the Selovel system, but I had no idea anyone had made one this big.” She almost sounded admiring. “The problem with new technology is, how do we counter it?” 
 
    “That energy must be coming from somewhere,” I said. “Can we target the equipment that’s generating it?” 
 
    “Already trying.” Fiona leaned over her console. “Looks like they thought of that. Most of our fire isn’t getting through the net, and there’s more armor and shielding at the anchor points than anywhere else on those ships.” 
 
    I cursed and looked at my holographic display again. While these three held us, the rest of the fleet was moving in, and we were sitting ducks. 
 
    “What about the net itself?” I asked. “Can we break it?” 
 
    “You’re the one on the engines,” Jessica said. “How’s that going?” 
 
    “Not well.” I kept pushing our power, but we were barely moving at all, and when we did, we dragged our captors with us, so that we stayed caught in the net. 
 
    “Maybe we can use the net against them.” Jessica raised her voice. “Aelia, is there any way we can pump energy out of the Athena and into the energy field holding us in place?” 
 
    “Affirmative. We could draw power off the engines, push it out through the shields, and then—” 
 
    “Yes was enough.” 
 
    “Won’t that just make the net stronger?” Barbara asked, looking worried. 
 
    “No, I see where this is going…” I said. “Aelia, switch all engine power outward. But be ready to reverse it the minute we’re free to fly.” 
 
    “Affirmative. Switch power relays in three, two, one…” 
 
    There was a jolt as we stopped pushing against the net and its force drew us back. Then the view on the main screen brightened as power flowed, first through our shields and then along the strands of the energy web holding us in place. The strands shook and glowed brightly as more and more power pulsed through them. On the nearest ship, the equipment casting the net spewed a stream of dark smoke as the extra power overloaded, poured in, then it exploded, tearing a hole in the ship’s side. 
 
    The other two fared even worse. With one ship gone, the net collapsed, but the remaining power had to go somewhere. It rushed along the unraveling threads in a flash, and into those ships. Both exploded in bright bursts of flame. 
 
    As we cheered, the Athena shot forward, slamming us back into our seats. 
 
    “Engines re-engaged, as instructed,” Aelia announced. 
 
    Another ship loomed ahead of us. This one looked like it had been made by the voidtouched. Huge engines housed in the rear had let it get ahead of the rest of the fleet, and fighters were emerging from bays at the front. 
 
    “A smaller carrier from inside the big carrier,” I said. “Great. I wonder what’s in the fighters, paper planes?” 
 
    “How do you want to handle this?” Evia asked. “Take out the fighter cover first?” 
 
    In most circumstances, that would have made sense, but I could see a space battle erupting beyond this ship, and our allies there were counting on our help. There wasn’t time to delay. 
 
    “Let’s just go for the big one,” I said. “Without it, the fighters will be stranded and uncoordinated, nothing we have to worry about.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Evia raised an eyebrow. “Unorthodox.” 
 
    “That’s me. All of you on the weapons, focus as much fire as you can straight head. I’m not messing around this time.” 
 
    I accelerated and flew straight toward the voidtouched carrier, like we were playing the galaxy’s biggest game of chicken. There were thuds as we knocked fighters aside, sending them spinning as they glanced off our shields. Others fired at us as we passed, but barely even scratched our defenses. 
 
    The shields at the front of the carrier glowed as our weapons put pressure on them, while their guns struggled to target us without risking their own fighters. 
 
    “Um, Simon…” Barbara said. “Shouldn’t we turn?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I gripped my controls tight. Less than a minute until we would crash into them, destroying our ship too. But we were wearing down those forward shields, I could see it, just a little more… 
 
    “Collision warning,” Aelia said. “We are about to—” 
 
    “No we aren’t,” I growled. “Hold steady, keep firing, and…” 
 
    Seconds from collision, their forward shields collapsed. Missiles from the Athena shot through, and the front of the carrier exploded. I yanked on the controls, pulling us into a swoop, skimming across the outer edge of the explosion, riding the fire as the voidtouched ship was torn apart. 
 
    “Woohoo!” I yelled, and the others cheered with me. 
 
    Then I turned the ship’s head again, steering back onto course and toward the fight. 
 
    Bright flashes lit up space as our allies and enemies clashed. We’d survived the first round, but we still had a fleet to face. 
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    The Athena rushed through the darkness of space, heading back toward the shifting shapes of ships and the bright explosions of combat. My fingers flitted across my control panel, using the precious seconds available to me. We had a whole fleet to fight, and that meant we couldn’t pull our punches. 
 
    Even as we approached, long-range missiles exploded around us. The Athena’s defenses and my maneuvers kept any of them from hitting, but it was far closer than I would have liked. 
 
    Fortunately, the Athena had more tricks to pull out, and the more time I spent at her helm, the more aware I was of how to deploy them and, just as importantly, how they could help us. I hastily programmed in some evasive maneuvers for the ship to use any time she detected a threat, and a course she should default to any time I wasn’t leading her in another direction. Knowing those things were set meant I could focus on watching for and responding to the big threats and the unpleasant surprises. I was sure we would be facing more than enough of both. 
 
    A ship swept across our path, its sides decorated with runes and the stubby barrels of short-range high-impact guns. A dwarf design, regardless of who was flying her. Strange spirals ran around the outside, like large, open-sided pipes. They created strange, decorative patterns, but with the deep grooves they made into the hull, they had to represent something more. 
 
    All of those stumpy guns fired at once. The Athena jerked and twisted, following the evasive pattern I’d set. I tugged at the controls, giving the ship an extra steer away from danger. A few of the shots exploded against our shields, while the rest shot harmlessly past. 
 
    The power of the dwarf ship’s guns was so great that they set the ship spinning. It was only then that I realized the genius of the ship’s design. The spiraling channels around the outside redirected the force from that spin, turning it into forward momentum. The ship sped up, avoiding our return fire. Then the dwarfs turned back around, curving in to make another attack run. 
 
    “Careful,” Jessica said. “Don’t let them get too close. If we take the full strength of a barrage like that, it’ll tear us apart.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Fiona said. “I’ve got her in my sights.” 
 
    As the rune-emblazoned ship approached, our guns fired again. There were bright flashes as our shots hammered against her shields, which faded from blue through yellow toward red. The dwarfs kept coming, turning ready to fire their broadside. Tensely, I gripped the controls, ready to try to steer us clear, though it would be harder this close. 
 
    Just in time, there was a bright white flash and their shields collapsed. A final burst of shots from Fiona hit them amidships, and the dwarf ship exploded. 
 
    “Must have hit an ammo store,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Hard not to when they’re carrying ammunition big enough for those guns,” Evia said. 
 
    We were into the heart of the fighting now. The distinctive triangular vessels of Olusoga and the other captains engaged fiercely with the mixed fleet of the opposition. For such a hastily assembled armada, the local ships fought well, covering each other’s backs and making attacks together, coming at the same opponents from different sides. It was a display of community spirit I couldn’t help admiring, but they clearly weren’t used to fighting together, and in many cases weren’t professionals. Uncoordinated efforts and basic tactical mistakes left them vulnerable to attack. 
 
    Fortunately, the enemy were in a similar position, a mixed force that hadn’t fought together before and probably didn’t have a clear line of command. That lack of coordination was saving us from destruction at the hands of the larger force, but only just. 
 
    The Athena flew a spiraling path through a group of enemy ships, firing as we went. We hit several of the enemy ships, wearing down shields and damaging their hulls, while others swung into frantic evasive dives. Our allies swept in after us to make the most of the chaos and finish some of them off. Scrappy dogfights broke out between the smaller, faster moving ships on both sides. 
 
    We hurtled on, deeper into the fight. Explosions burst around us and laser blasts flashed past. 
 
    “Shields at eighty percent,” Aelia said as a shot glanced off our defenses. Nothing to worry about yet, but we were being whittled away, and that was something I should watch out for. 
 
    For all the heroic efforts of the people of the Turgon system, the battle was clearly going the way of the voidtouched and their allies, simply because they were the larger side. We’d need to do something special to balance that out. Fortunately, I had something special I could use. 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated on the ship. I imagined the space around us, the flash and blast of fighting, the ships locked in a deadly struggle. Reaching out with my mind, I felt their presence, got a sense of what was happening around me. 
 
    I’d never tried anything on this scale before, and the effort made my pulse hammer in my ears, a drumbeat to accompany the music of battle. I took a deep breath and braced myself for the strain to come, then opened my eyes. 
 
    What I saw on the screens was now matched by the sensations in my mind, the two connecting together, adding depth to each other, a greater understanding of the battle. I spotted a ship preparing to turn even before its course changed, brought us around, and made the most of the opportunity to sweep past their rear, firing at the engines as we passed. 
 
    Two more ships flew at us, then launched clouds of missiles before they turned away. Evia and Jessica opened fire with rail guns, and there were flashes as they swept missiles from space. But more were coming, and I could see that some were bound to get through. I focused on those missiles, nudged them off course, curving the arcs of their flight so that they shot past us to either side. 
 
    I grinned, but the smile vanished when I noticed one more bright point, the jet of a final missile, still flying our way. Only a second out, I slammed at it with my mind, shoving it aside. The sudden strain made my head ache, but the missile flew past. 
 
    I grinned again, focused on that missile, and pushed it back at the ship that had launched it. It rushed toward them and slid through their shields, which must have been calibrated to let their own ordnance through, then hit the front of the ship, ripping it open. 
 
    “Yes!” I growled in fierce excitement. 
 
    “Simon,” Barbara said, looking at me with concern. “Your nose.” 
 
    I touched underneath my nose, and my finger came away sticky with blood. Not a great sign, but not one I could afford to worry about now. I set aside the throbbing in my skull and focused on what was happening around us. 
 
    One of the local ships, a converted cargo freighter, was in trouble. A cluster of fast-moving fighters swarmed around it, wearing away its shields with their low-power lasers, too small and agile for its guns to hit. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do about that?” I asked. 
 
    “We can try the rail guns,” Fiona said. “But unless those fighters are going to sit still, it’ll take us forever to pick them off, and we’ll probably hit the freighter along the way.” 
 
    I considered that for a moment, then nodded, and steered a path toward the ship. 
 
    “Get ready,” I said. 
 
    As we got closer, I reached out with my mind. The impossible power I’d gained from the star flowed through me and out into the surrounding space. I grabbed hold of those fighters, dragging on them, not quite stopping them but slowing them all down.  
 
    Hopefully it would be enough. 
 
    “Quick,” I grunted, “get them while you can.” 
 
    The Athena spun around the outside of the freighter, guns blazing. The fighters turned into brief sparks against the darkness as they exploded and were gone. 
 
    “That’s it,” Jessica said as she shot the last fleeing ship. She turned to me, wide-eyed. Only she would truly understand how extraordinary the thing was I’d just done, and how much it might have taken out of me. “Did you really do that?” 
 
    I slumped in my seat, the bridge spinning around me. 
 
    “Uhuh,” I said. 
 
    “Simon, are you alright?” 
 
    I forced myself to sit up straight. The world was steadying, the ache in my head fading. I could do this. I just couldn’t do that trick again, not without wiping myself out. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I scanned the screens. “How’s everyone else out there?” 
 
    Barbara looked at me sadly. “We’ve done a lot of damage, but taken a lot too.” She tapped the electronic bud clipped onto her ear. “I’ve been listening to the locals’ comms, and they’ve lost a lot of people already. They’re not down to half their fleet yet, but it’s not far off, and as long as the fight’s still going on, they can’t rescue the survivors.” She looked at the darkness on the main screen. “With every passing second, there are people dying out there.” 
 
    I shook my head. We couldn’t do this forever. The voidtouched would wear us down to nothing, and they’d still be here. Not to mention the strain it was putting on my brain, using my esper powers to pull off tricks on a space battle scale. 
 
    In the distance, the massive bulk of the moon-sized carrier stood out against the Turgon star. Its beam of evil energy was still firing, a dark patch spreading across the surface of the star. Even if we were winning, it wouldn’t matter how many of these ships we destroyed unless we got to that carrier and stopped that beam of energy soon. Leave it too long, and there would be no star left to save, no starbearer left to revive. 
 
    But how could we even destroy a ship that big? Even from this far away, it was enormous. Up close, it would completely dwarf the Athena. Our ship was fast and powerful, but not powerful enough to take that thing on. 
 
    “Incoming!” Barbara shouted. The view on one of the screens changed, revealing three sleek vessels with spiked fronts flying straight at us. Their lasers fired as they came, but something told me those weren’t the main threat; it was the rams on their fronts that they’d use to do real damage, to pin us in place and start a boarding action. 
 
    Evia, Fiona, and Jessica opened fire. Missiles and lasers battered those incoming ships, but their shields were strong. Though they flashed and flickered, only one shield broke down, letting through the missiles that finished a ship off. The other two kept coming. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on…” Fiona hunched over her controls, hammering away at her weapons, tusks bared in anger. 
 
    “They’re going to get through,” Jessica said. “I should get us weapons.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as she reached for her seat straps. 
 
    I closed my mind and reached out, through space and into the engines of one of the ships. With as much force as I could muster, I pulled at those engines, dragging them to one side. For a moment, nothing happened, then the ship swung away from the path it had followed. Its ram slammed into the side of the other ship, punching through its shields and hull. Twinned in a moment of terrible destruction, the two ships veered away, one ripping the other apart, neither able to break free. 
 
    Trembling, I opened my eyes and wiped sweat from my brow. The others looked at me in amazement and admiration. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could do that with the carrier?” Evia asked. “Shove it into the star, perhaps?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but I do have an idea. We don’t actually need to destroy the carrier, do we? What we need is just to stop the beam.” 
 
    “Just.” Jessica stuck air quotes around that word. “Sure.” 
 
    “Seriously.” I rubbed at my head and sat up straighter. Maybe the effort of diverting that ship had shaken something loose in my brain, or maybe it was the thought of rams and boarding parties. Either way, a strategy was forming in my mind. “As long as we stop them hurting the star, that’s a win here, right? Destroying their fleet is just a means to an end.” 
 
    “In the long term?” Evia raised an eyebrow. “Destroying that fleet sounds like a win in itself to me. But right now? Yes, the beam is what matters.” 
 
    “Well then, we have to—” 
 
    “Incoming!” Barbara exclaimed. 
 
    Everyone spun in their seats, back to their controls, as a group of disc-like ships swept toward us, spinning as they flew. I turned the Athena and accelerated toward the end of their line, trying to disrupt their formation, while the others opened fire. Once again, we ducked and dived, guns blazing.  
 
    I swept around one ship and into a dive straight at the next. The first ship, damaged, turned slowly to pursue us. I dodged its shots, which hit the middle ship. I imagined the fury of the captain, hit by one of his comrades, and grinned. Then the middle ship exploded, and I accelerated through the debris, taking a hit on our shields from flying detritus in exchange for catching the last ship by surprise. It exploded in a hail of missiles and lasers, while the surviving ship limped away. 
 
    “You were saying something about a plan?” Evia looked over her shoulder at me. 
 
    I pointed at the carrier on the screen. “If we can get aboard that ship, we can sabotage something to take out that beam. It doesn’t have to be the weapon itself, could be a control room or power source. Whatever it takes to stop it firing.” 
 
    The others exchanged dubious looks. 
 
    “What makes you think we stand a better chance on there than out here?” Jessica asked. “There must be thousands of voidtouched operating that carrier, hundreds of thousands even. And they won’t just be engineers and space crew. They’ll have a big garrison to defend the place.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “But in the confines of a ship’s corridors, we’ll have more control over who we’re fighting. We can use our own strengths to their best effect. Besides, do you really think that they have a plan for fighting people who fly in and try to take over?” I waved at the chaos around us, at the size of the fleet defending the carrier. “No way they ever expect to need it.” 
 
    Most of the others still looked doubtful, but Barbara’s face was full of confidence. 
 
    “I believe in you,” she said. “If you believe in this plan, then I believe in it.” 
 
    Fiona sighed. “It’s crazy, but it might just work.” 
 
    “I have done some of my best work infiltrating places.” Jessica shook her head ruefully. “I normally did it more subtly, but I guess this will have to do.” 
 
    “I suppose we don’t have a better plan.” Evia unbuckled herself from her seat. “I’ll go gather our weapons.” 
 
    As she headed off the bridge, I set to plotting a new course. We wove our way through the fighting, heading toward the vast carrier at its heart, firing as we went. Fiona and Jessica shot wildly at anything that approached us, trying to deter attackers as much as to destroy them. Immediate destruction wasn’t the point anymore. What mattered was clearing a path and getting through. 
 
    A carrier ship moved sluggishly into our path. It was larger than anything we’d faced so far. By the standards of any normal battle it would have been gargantuan, but set against the background of the star-killing metal moon, it seemed almost insignificant. The sides of the carrier slid open, the whole center of the ship opening up, and fighters swept out, swarming toward us. The entire interior of this carrier had been full of them, and now we could see out the far side to the main moon-sized vessel beyond, but it wasn’t a view I could appreciate, given how many fighters it meant were coming our way. 
 
    On instinct, I started turning aside. We would have to fly around, fend off the fighters as best we could, try to take out enough to stop them overwhelming us before we flew on to the main carrier. But then another idea occurred to me. 
 
    “Barbara, scan that carrier, tell me how tall the main bay opening is,” I said. 
 
    Barbara tapped her screen, then read out a figure. 
 
    “And how tall is the Athena?” I asked. 
 
    “About three feet shorter,” Barbara replied. “Do you really mean to…” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I turned our nose and headed straight into the swarm of fighters. “Hold on tight.” 
 
    The fighters swarmed toward us, their fire crackling off our shields. They were low powered weapons, designed for taking out other fighters and breaking the systems of already exposed ships, but still enough to wear us down. 
 
    “Shields at fifty-three percent,” Aelia said. 
 
    As we accelerated toward them, some of the fighters turned aside. Others tried to play chicken, but they weren’t going to win: our shields might take a battering, but they could survive a collision in a way the fighters wouldn’t. Sure enough, two were too slow to turn away and exploded against our shields as we hit them, their debris sliding past as we swept on. 
 
    “Shields at forty-five percent,” Aelia said. 
 
    “Good enough,” I said. 
 
    “What about their shields?” Barbara said. 
 
    “You can’t shield the entrance to a fighter bay,” Jessica said. “Not while the fighters are coming in and out.” 
 
    “Which means we can do this,” I said. 
 
    We flew through the gap in their shields and into the entrance to the bay. Without my esper powers to guide me, I could never have flown the ship into such a narrow space, with only a foot of air between us and the floor and ceiling. As it was, the bottom of the Athena scraped for a moment along the deck, spraying sparks and scattering ground crew. 
 
    As we flew through, Jessica and Fiona opened fire, straight into the ship’s unprotected interior. Vital equipment burst apart. Stocks of fuel and ammunition exploded, triggering ripples of destruction that extended through the hull. By the time we shot out the far side, the ship was tearing itself apart, fires bursting out from stem to stern. 
 
    “Hells yes!” Fiona pumped her fist in the air. 
 
    The other carrier, the huge one with the dark energy beam, the target of our mission, loomed ahead of us. Its hangars were empty, all the warships and fighters sent out to battle our ragtag fleet, and I could see their interiors gaping like dark chasms in the carrier’s side. But that didn’t mean the carrier was defenseless. Vast batteries of guns opened up, filling the space around us with the flashing streaks of lasers and the thundering explosions of missiles and chemically powered guns. 
 
    “How are we going to get through that?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “With difficulty,” I said. “Take out what you can with our weapons, and I’ll do my best to dodge the rest.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, reconnecting with my powers. I could do this. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, I was more aware of the space around me, of the shots flying through it, of our own position. I saw the places where fewer of the guns could shoot, where it was hard for the crews to aim. Those spaces became like stepping stones in a raging river, the places we had to step to get across in one piece. 
 
    We hurtled forward, guns blazing, shields flashing as enemy shots hit. 
 
    “Shields at thirty one percent,” Aelia announced. 
 
    “We’ve lived through less,” I said. 
 
    “Twenty eight percent,” she added, as more blasts flared and we hurtled toward the carrier. “Twenty six percent, twenty five…” 
 
    I jerked the controls, and a volley of torpedoes shot past, just missing the Athena. 
 
    We were almost there. This close, fewer of the guns could find an angle to shoot at us, but for those that remained, it was almost impossible to miss. Despite Fiona and Jessica’s frantic counter-fire, we were being badly battered. We had to get onto the carrier before we were destroyed. I navigated straight for the nearest opening. 
 
    A shape moved between us and the port, one of the construction craft that had been working on the carrier, blocking our way. Fiona turned her guns onto it, but I could see that wouldn’t be enough. We couldn’t fly through the debris that the destruction of a bulky machine like that left. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” I said. 
 
    Even as Fiona’s missiles smashed the construction ship’s control cabin, I shoved the construction ship left with my esper powers, and the Athena right. We swerved past, scraping our shields along its side, and swung back toward the port I had been flying for. 
 
    “Fourteen percent,” Aelia said. An explosion shook the ship. “Twelve percent.” 
 
    I felt blood oozing from my nose across my lips, wiped it away before it could drip off my chin. Almost there. 
 
    The opening gaped before us, a dark portal in the flank of the mechanical hulk. I steered straight at it, not daring to slow down in case that got us shot. 
 
    We hurtled through the gap. Immediately, I fired all of our retro thrusters, trying to kill our speed before we smashed into the far wall. 
 
    The Athena lurched and suddenly slowed. Her bottom hit the floor of the hangar, and she slid. I turned her, slowing us further as we skidded across the deck, ripping out support frames and maintenance equipment, scattering the supplies stacked at the edges. Ground crew fled as the skidding ship threatened to crush them. 
 
    The whole ship shook, and there was a rending sound that I felt as much as heard. Then we slammed into the far bulkhead, sideways on. We were all flung about in our seats. 
 
    At last, the world went quiet and still. 
 
    “Shields at four percent,” Aelia said. 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    “Now three percent.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I looked up. Ground troops had come into the hangar and, for lack of anything better to do, were firing at our ship. 
 
    “Better get moving.” I unbuckled myself and was about to head for the door. Then I noticed the case sitting by my seat, the device full of star energy. I couldn’t just leave it here, where the voidtouched might get hold of it. I grabbed it by the handle and, following the others, ran out of the bridge. 
 
    Evia was waiting for us by the airlock, our weapons arranged neatly around her. We each grabbed our own, strapping on blasters and swords. Fiona experimentally extended her spear, then retracted it. Barbara patted her golden javelin. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked, hefting my pistol. 
 
    “As ready as I’m going to get,” Fiona said. 
 
    “Let’s not waste time.” Evia punched the airlock control, and the door slid open. “Aelia, airlock override. Let us straight out, and then lock up once we’re out.” 
 
    “Affirmative, commander,” Aelia said, and the outer door opened too. A laser blast sizzled past outside. “Shields at two percent.” 
 
    “I don’t think they liked your parking, Simon,” Jessica said, as another blast shot past and someone yelled in fury. 
 
    “Then we’d better get out of here, before they give us a ticket.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I peered around the edge of the airlock’s outer door. A group of voidtouched soldiers stood at the end of the hangar, guns aiming our way. Two of them were setting up some sort of portable artillery, setting a thick barrel onto a stand, plugging in battery cables and ammo feeds. I didn’t know why anyone would carry that thing on a spaceship, but I didn’t want to be standing there when it opened fire. 
 
    Laser blasts shot past my head, and I ducked back inside. 
 
    “There are a bunch of them blocking our way at the end,” I said. “We need to get out before more arrive. Looks like we’ll have to shoot our way out.” 
 
    “Could we go that way instead?” Barbara pointed across the hangar. There was a ragged hole opposite us, where plating torn loose in our crash landing had punched its way through the wall. It wasn’t a big gap, but it should be big enough. 
 
    “You don’t fancy a fight?” Jessica asked, her steel balls circling her head in anticipation of some action. 
 
    “Time is everything,” Evia said. “We need to stop the beam before it does real damage. If dodging a fight gets us there quicker, then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she ran out of the airlock and across the hangar, lasers blasting the walls and floor in her wake. The rest of us followed. Footsteps clanged against metal plates and lasers sizzled through the air. There was a hiss as one glanced off my exosuit, leaving a charred mark on my armored shoulder. 
 
    As she reached the hole, Evia tucked her wings in and dived. I did the same, leaping past jagged edges of torn steel, landing shoulder first on the floor beyond and rolling to my feet. The others landed behind me. 
 
    “Which way?” Fiona asked. 
 
    “That should take us deeper inside,” I said, pointing down a corridor. 
 
    “Do we want to be deeper inside?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to risk it, if we want to find a route to the beam.” 
 
    Weapons at the ready, we ran down the corridor. A lone voidtouched appeared in the corridor ahead of us, looking surprised. Before she could even raise her gun, all five of us opened fire, and she fell. We ran past the body and on. 
 
    We reached a wider corridor. Voidtouched appeared from both directions, darkly menacing in their black armor, the only color their purple faces and gleaming horns. 
 
    If we stayed still for even a moment then we’d be sitting ducks. I’d never been into a place like this carrier before, but I only had a split second to decide which way to go. 
 
    “That way.” I pointed in a direction somewhere between the heart of the carrier and the position where we had seen the source of the beam. 
 
    We ran straight at the voidtouched in our way, screaming battle cries and firing our weapons. Several of the voidtouched fell before we even reached them, some shot by us, others hit by stray rounds from the voidtouched behind us, who were firing without consideration for the risks of friendly fire. All they cared about was destruction and the victory that would follow. Friends and comrades were things they could afford to lose for their dark goals. 
 
    We slammed into the line of voidtouched grunts. I smashed one in the face with the butt of my pistol, then shot him as he fell. Barbara ran one through with her javelin, then used it as a pole to vault over his falling corpse and kick the voidtouched behind. Fiona blasted and thrust with her force spear, while Jessica’s balls hurtled in deadly arcs, breaking arms and legs, leaving face bloodied and bruised. Evia was a whirling arc of destruction, using the fearsome martial art I’d seen before to turn her wings to her advantage, slicing her way through the enemy. 
 
    “Keep moving,” I shouted as Fiona turned to face the voidtouched charging us from behind. “Speed not destruction, remember?” 
 
    We ran on, down through the carrier toward what I hoped would be its central junctions and a route to that terrible beam array. It could take days or even weeks to make our way across a ship this size, but we’d landed close enough that I hoped we could get there in time. Hope alone wasn’t going to do the job though: that would take hot lasers and cold steel. 
 
    The carrier showed signs of its incomplete nature: unfinished walls, bare ceilings, exposed pipes and cables. Anything that looked important, I shot or hit as I went past. The more chaos we could cause, the harder it would be for our opponents to stop us. And if I accidentally cut power to the lights, I had a flashlight somewhere on my exosuit that should get me through. 
 
    Fiona was doing the same. As we ran past a stretch of wide pipe exposed across the ceiling, she stabbed her extended spear into it and kept running, ripping open the length of the pipe. Yellow steam spurted out, billowing into the corridor behind us. Even the slight whiff I caught smelled acrid and made my nose tingle. The voidtouched behind us coughed and wretched as they ran into the cloud. Their footsteps stopped, and I heard a couple of bodies thud to the ground. 
 
    As we ran past doorways and junctions, scattered voidtouched peered out, weapons at the ready, lone figures or small groups, some of them armored soldiers, others in overalls or other civilian clothes. It didn’t matter to me who they were. If they were part of this monstrous scheme then they were all equally to blame, and if they raised a weapon or tried to block my way, then they were going to face the consequences. 
 
    My gun barely rested for a moment between shots, except when the ammo ran out and I had to reload, feeling for ammo clips while I kept dashing down corridors, through doorways, across halls and rooms. 
 
    We dashed across another hangar, ducking around the landing struts and heaps of supplies waiting to be loaded onto a ship that had presumably been sent out to fight. There was an opening at the far side of the hangar, but the voidtouched had assembled a barricade there, crates and boxes piled up in a hasty jumble, lasers firing through the gaps. 
 
    “Try another door?” Jessica asked, glancing around. 
 
    “No need,” I replied. 
 
    A dozen yards from the barricade, I flung up my hand and reached out with my esper ability. I could feel the star power flowing through me, strengthening me. I flicked my wrist, and a crate flew aside. Another followed, crumpling as it crashed into the wall. I shoved a third back, ramming aside the voidtouched who lurked behind it, and now we had a way through. Evia, half a step ahead of me, dashed through first, slashing at the remaining voidtouched with her sword, making sure the way was clear. 
 
    We ran on down the corridor, lights flickering overhead as the damage we’d done to local systems started to take its toll. After using the star power within me, I could feel a tingling in my off hand. I glanced down at the case full of star power. It seemed to be intact. Perhaps this was just the power in me and in the device connecting, a reminder of how much potential was here, and how much was at stake. 
 
    More voidtouched were following us again, their footsteps and laser blasts filling the air behind us. Twists and turns of the corridors kept them from getting a chance at a good shot, but still, some of the blasts came closer than I liked. 
 
    We rounded a corner. Ahead of us stood one of the heavy weapon rigs we’d seen setting up in the hangar. This one was fully assembled, the end of its barrel glowing, and a pair of voidtouched crouched at its controls, behind the shelter of some sort of clear shield. I fired, but my bullets bounced off that protection and clanged into the wall. 
 
    “I’ve got this.” Jessica sent her steel balls hurtling down the corridor. At the last moment, they swerved in curving arcs around the shield and smashed into the weapon’s crew. Both voidtouched fell. 
 
    We ran on. As we reached the weapon, Fiona paused for a moment, looking at its controls and cables. After a second, she yanked out two heavy wires and connected their ends together. A humming began. 
 
    “Keep moving,” she said, ushering us on. “You don’t want to be here when that feedback loop reaches its critical point.” 
 
    We ran. Behind us, the weapon rig started to glow while its hum grew louder. Just as our voidtouched pursuers reached it, the weapon exploded in a bright ball of light and heat, reducing them to charred skeletons. The warmth of the blast seared my back as we kept moving, around a corner and deeper into the heart of the carrier. 
 
    As we ran across a storage bay, more figures appeared ahead of us: not voidtouched this time, but a mismatched band of mercenary soldiers. Two orcs opened fire with heavy laser blasters, and we dived for cover. The blasts left melted scars across the walls and reduced crates of supplies to slag, but the orcs didn’t seem to mind, maybe because it wasn’t their ship, or maybe they were just having too much fun with their guns. 
 
    We scurried from cover to cover, moving as fast as we could while trying not to expose ourselves to heavy weapons fire. 
 
    “This is bad,” I said. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    “The rest of you fire at them, keep them distracted,” Evia said. “I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    Peering around crates and beams, we opened fire on the orcs, and they fired back. The crate I was hidden behind was half destroyed by a series of shots, and I flinched as spatters of molten metal flew past my face, but I held my ground. I’d heard a rustling of wings from where Evia was, and then silence. I had a good idea what was coming. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a brief hissing sound, then two heavy cracks as Evia swept down from above, wings spread wide, and hit both of the orcs on the backs of their heads. The orcs fell, and the other mercenaries fell upon Evia, punching, kicking, and waving weapons. The rest of us ran screaming from cover, drawing their attention with our blazing weapons and our battle cries. The mercenaries, caught between two threats, looked around in confusion, and in that moment, swift slashes of Evia’s blade finished them off. 
 
    As we ran out of that cargo bay and into the space beyond, it became even clearer how incomplete the carrier was. There were exposed tubes and cables all over the ship, whole sections of wall and ceiling missing, revealing the cavernous spaces in which more floors and rooms were being constructed.  
 
    We saw lifting vehicles, cranes, and welding robots still in action, continuing their construction work even as the space around them became a battleground. I didn’t know whether to admire the commitment or question the sanity of the people operating those machines, but at least they weren’t downing tools and drawing weapons to stop us. For that, they avoided getting shot. 
 
    We reached a point where even the floor gave way and we were reduced to running along wide girders across a gaping chasm. The gravity was lower here, the carrier’s systems less complete, and I flung myself forward six feet with each step, bounding along the beam. Construction vessels jetted around us, and work crew dangled on cables with welders in their hands, securing girders in place. 
 
    We were spread across two girders, Fiona running with me, Jessica on another, while Evia and Barbara flew to either side, wings beating through the empty air. 
 
    “You’ve worked construction,” I said. “Have you ever seen anything like this?” 
 
    Fiona shook her head, and her red braids flew in the reduced gravity. 
 
    “It’s colossal,” she said. “Completely out of proportion to anything else I’ve seen complete, never mind in progress. Who needs a ship like this?” 
 
    “People with really heavy machinery to move around.” 
 
    “No machine needs this much support.” 
 
    “People who want to intimidate, then.” 
 
    “Or to show off.” 
 
    “Or who want a safe place to ride out an apocalypse they’re making.” I looked around. Was that what this place was really about; not just a battleship, but an ark to preserve the voidtouched as they ripped apart the universe we knew? I wouldn’t have put it past them. 
 
    “This must be why they were recruiting mechanics in the Turgon system,” Fiona said. “They were building this monstrous ship.” 
 
    I’d forgotten her old plans, to leave the gang life behind and find a safe job somewhere peaceful, secure, and where she wasn’t supporting dark works. So much for that. Maybe there were other crew who’d been recruited on that basis, only to find themselves trapped working on something terrible. Or maybe they’d known, and there were people in the world willing to build a thing like this just to have their own place on it. Hells, there were probably people willing to do it just for the money, or for the challenge. 
 
    “I can’t believe I almost came here to help build this,” Fiona said. “I could have been responsible for what’s happening here.” 
 
    She turned her head to stare at the construction work all around us. Her toes hit a rivet, and she stumbled, almost fell, jerked her head around and kept running, looking even angrier than before: angry at the voidtouched, angry at the people they’d hired, angry at herself over what might have been. 
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” I said. “No one did.” 
 
    “But I should have known that there was something wrong, so many people being recruited for an unknown project. When you keep things this big secret, you’re up to no good.” 
 
    “Or you’re a business trying to make a profit without letting the competition steal your ideas. There are plenty of reasons for secrets. Besides…” I waved my arms. “No one has ever done anything this big before. You couldn’t have foreseen it.” 
 
    We reached the ends of the beams and ran onto a section of floor, then through a doorway in a half-finished wall. Evia and Barbara landed to run beside the rest of us as we ran on into a more established part of the ship, where there were at least corridors and rooms, even if most of them were bare and half had exposed cables hanging from their ceilings. Fiona slashed at those with even more vehemence than before. 
 
    By now, we’d been running so long around so many twists and turns, I’d completely lost any sense of where we were. When a corridor opened into a five-way junction with a circular space at its hub, I stopped and looked around, unsure which way to go. 
 
    “Where do you think the beam is?” I asked. 
 
    Fiona looked around, evaluating the layout and construction of the space. She shrugged. 
 
    “Sorry, this isn’t like anything I’ve worked on before. There’s no way of knowing without some sort of plan or an outside view.” 
 
    I turned to Evia. “You know about the voidtouched and their weapons. Can you tell us anything?” 
 
    She scowled and looked around. “All I can tell is that this is a terrible place, and it could hold even more deadly weapons than that beam. If we don’t destroy it today, I’ll be coming back to finish the mission.” 
 
    I stared at the corridor openings, thinking back across the ships I’d served and traveled on, trying to think of anything that looked like this, anything I knew about ship layouts that might help me find my way. It was no use. Frustrated, I clenched my fist around the handle of the star energy container. My hand tingled, and I looked down at the case. 
 
    Maybe, given the powers I had… 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to calm my mind. It was hard, with my blood pumping from the fight and visions of a dying star appearing in the darkness of my mind. But I took deep breaths, pushed away distractions, and focused on the space around me.  
 
    My consciousness spread, becoming more than just what I could take in with my senses. I was aware of the air around me, the floor beneath my feet, the walls connected to that, the cables behind them, the network of beams holding it all together. That awareness expanded, not a precise map of our surroundings, but a sense at least of what there was and where we were within it. 
 
    It wasn’t like seeing, though that was the only way I could have described what I experienced. It wasn’t like hearing, though sounds were present. It wasn’t like touching or tasting or smelling. It was a whole other sense, one that came directly to my mind. Making sense of what I sensed was difficult, but I had to make it work. 
 
    I opened my eyes and pointed down one of the corridors. 
 
    “That way,” I said firmly. 
 
    I half expected the others to question me. Evia in particular hadn’t been part of our crew before and was used to military ways of working, to using solid intelligence and established approaches, to avoiding the risks of acting on uncertain information. 
 
    “No time to waste,” she said, and strode into the corridor. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Apparently the necessity of speed overrode any caution for her, this time at least. 
 
    Together, we dashed down that corridor. This part of the carrier was sparsely populated, and only occasional soldiers or engineers stuck their heads out to see who was coming. A few weapons were raised, and a laser blast flew close past my head, but I took the attacker down with a single shot right between the eyes. 
 
    Beneath the footfalls, the shooting, and the heavy breaths that came from our exertions, I heard a gentle humming, a soft sound that seemed to be all around. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “Hear what?” Jessica asked, tilting her head on one side. 
 
    “Humming.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t really in the air around us then. Maybe it wasn’t a sound but a part of my esper senses, something my mind made sense of as a hum. Or maybe it was just the superior hearing that my esper powers sometimes gave me. Either way, it reassured me that we were heading in the right direction. I did my best to zero in on the source of the humming and to head that way, to press on toward our target. 
 
    Another sound emerged from the background. The heavy footsteps of military boots, lots of them, somewhere ahead of us. As I ran toward the hum of the beam, the sound of those feet also intensified. They were in our way. More voidtouched, probably, or the mercenaries they’d brought in. Would any of those soldiers have changed sides if they’d know what was at stake? Sadly, there wouldn’t be time to persuade them, even if I had evidence that could convince someone when the other side’s argument was cold, hard cash. 
 
    “More trouble heading our way,” I said. 
 
    “Can we get around them?” Barbara asked. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment to focus on the sounds. As I opened them, I shook my head. 
 
    “Not if we want to keep heading for the beam,” I said. “We’re too close to dodge around without them catching us in the flank.” 
 
    “Close to the beam is good.” Barbara smiled. “We’re making progress.” 
 
    “True, but so are they.” 
 
    By now, the footsteps were audible to ordinary ears. We emerged into a wide open area which looked like it was in the process of being divided up into offices or barracks cabins. In some places, girders were up, forming the skeletons of rooms. A few even had the flat plates of walls attached. Piles of construction materials lay abandoned around the edges of the room, along with the tools to work with them. 
 
    Soldiers were marching into the room, two columns of them through opposite doorways. They were tall and lean, despite the bulk of their exosuits. Those suits were elegantly made, curved silver plates sliding smoothly across each other, flowing like currents in the sea. High protective collars rose to tapered helmets, with indigo bands covering their eyes. The effect of their craftsmanship was to turn separate plates into a single polished piece, figures as seamless as they were cold and menacing. Curved daggers sat at their hips, along with round fronted pistols and batches of grenades fixed on magnetic strips. All of them held energy rifles. 
 
    Only one empire dressed its soldiers like this, and that empire ensured the quality of its armies by only recruiting from what it considered a superior race, the same race as the rulers of the empire itself. Under those helmets would be the pointed ears and sleek features of elves. 
 
    “Irunians,” I growled. 
 
    The two lines of soldiers met. They stamped to a halt and turned to face us, two dozen identical shapes, their weapons not quite pointed our way but very much at the ready. For the first time, we slowed our charge through the station and advanced more cautiously. Evia’s eyes darted around, evaluating our strategic options. Just like her, I was looking for weak points, for cover, for ways through. 
 
    Another Irunian emerged from the back of the room. His exosuit was more intricate and expensive than the others, the mark of an aristocratic commander. Silver and indigo plates overlapped in swirling patterns, so that everything swirled like clouds through the sky. Unlike the others, he didn’t have a rifle, but a katana hung from one of his hips and a pistol from the other, with a cluster of grenades in between. He wore a floor-length coat over his exosuit, pale gray trimmed in indigo with silver brocade shoulders. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a practical fighting outfit, Commander Presven,” I called out. “But I’m willing to give it a go if you are.” 
 
    The commander took off his helmet and attached it to a magnetic fixing on his belt. The expression he revealed was calm but menacing, silver eyes shining in a slender face. His long blond hair was pinned up at the back of his head, but his pointed ears still poked through at the sides, a clear marker for anyone unsure of his species.  
 
    But while this was still the same soldier I had met before, something was different. He blinked, and I caught a moment of sheer black in his eyes. He smiled, and there was a void between his lips, a place where light went to die. When he moved his hand, strange shadows followed it. 
 
    “Here we are again,” he said. “I was hoping to find you, Simon Jackson.” 
 
    “And I was hoping to never see your face again,” I said. “But sometimes life gives you Irunians, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I doubt that life has ever given you anything worth having. We, on the other hand…” 
 
    Presven made a signal with two of his fingers. His men slung their rifles over their shoulders and cupped their hands together. Between the palms of every Irunian soldier, dark energy appeared. It swirled for a moment and then, as they pulled their hands apart, ran up their arms, spreading across the bodies. Black patterns danced against the silver of their exosuits. Apparently the voidtouched weren’t the only ones who had tapped into something terrible, something corrupting, something that sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “We have come to an agreement,” Presven said. “One that has given us new talents. One that will ensure a better, purer future. Now, would you like to surrender, or should we kill you where you stand?” 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched Presven. Out of the corners of my eyes, I could see my companions watching me, waiting to see what I did. We’d said that we just needed to charge on through, to get to the beam as quickly as we could, but while speed was still of the essence, the situation had changed.  
 
    This wasn’t just a bunch of voidtouched toughs or random mercenaries. These were Irunian soldiers, highly skilled and disciplined, led by a ruthless commander who had been raised from birth to lead in war.  
 
    Not only that, but now they had some sort of dark energy on their side. If anyone could stop us getting through, it was these guys. It was worth taking the time to approach this with care. 
 
    “You know, surrendering isn’t really my style,” I said. “But then neither is dying. Is there another option here? I know you like to play hardball, but every good businessman has an option C hidden up his sleeve.” 
 
    Presven gave me a look of pure disdain. Darkness ran from the corners of his eyes down his cheeks, like tears made out of tar. Then it started to branch and spread, becoming a network across his skin, like raised veins or creepers running across the floor of a cave. The paleness of his flesh made those dark strands stand out even more starkly. 
 
    “Business?” He snorted. “I am a true-blooded Irunian. I don’t sully my hands with business, and I don’t make compromises with scum.” 
 
    “You mean me?” I touched a hand to my chest. “I’m hurt, Presven. I thought that we were friends.” 
 
    Presven snarled. His bared teeth gleamed white around the darkness spilling out between them. 
 
    “You stole my ship,” my hissed. 
 
    “You mean the Athena?” I shook my head. “Pretty sure she wasn’t yours to begin with. I mean, sure, when the real owner turns up, there might be an awkward conversation, but there’s one thing I know for sure: that owner isn’t you.” 
 
    Presven tapped a finger against the handle of his katana. That slight sound echoed in the cavernous construction site and the vast space of my enhanced senses. 
 
    “That ship is perfect,” he said. “A work of art. Pure and deadly. She doesn’t deserve to be sullied by a low-life like you or your half-breed flunkies.” 
 
    He gave a derisive flick of his head toward Fiona, who bared her tusks and raised her middle finger. 
 
    “Bite me, posh boy,” she said. “You’ll shatter those delicate teeth on real muscles.” 
 
    “See?” Presven sneered. “Lowly, disrespectful, unworthy. Even if she were yours, you couldn’t be trusted with a ship like the Athena. You’ll tarnish her, taint her, abuse her, leave her degraded by your very presence.” 
 
    “Our presence.” Now it was my turn to give a derisive snort. “You’re the genocidal killer who only cares about himself. I don’t think I’m the one whose character’s a problem here.” 
 
    “As if a human can have any concept of true character, of what’s worthy and unworthy.” 
 
    “Well, this human and the crew you disdain so much, we pulled the Athena back together again after she was trashed fighting a voidtouched hulk. We fixed her up once and we’ll fix her up again, deal with all the damage she’s taken landing here. I’d bet my right nut that you and your creepy identical soldiers here don’t know the first thing about ship maintenance, about getting your hands dirty to mend instead of to kill. Your concept of character means nothing next to that.” 
 
    “You damaged her?” Presven’s eyes went wide, the darkness spilling out around them. There was a jagged edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before. Somehow, in some way, I was getting to him. “You wrecked my precious ship?” 
 
    “Wrecked is a strong word, and last time I checked, I was her captain.” 
 
    “She’s mine, and you took her.” 
 
    “Funny, that’s what Krahmin said, and now he’s dead in a ditch on some backwater planet. No one’s even going to notice the smell as he rots.” 
 
    There was a terrible stillness to Presven. It wasn’t the stillness of rest. It was the stillness of a coiled spring waiting to be unleashed. One hand was around the hilt of his katana, the other on his pistol, arms crossed across his belly as he readied to draw straight into the fight. 
 
    “Are you really trying to threaten me, little man?” he asked. 
 
    “Just stating a fact.” I shrugged. “If you find it threatening, that’s on you.” 
 
    “You think I find you intimidating? You think anyone like me could ever find anyone like you intimidating?” 
 
    “If not me, then how about her?” I gestured at Evia, who stood with a stillness like Presven’s, sword in one hand and gun in the other. Her wings were open behind her, and there was a deadly gleam in her eyes. “She’s a professional soldier, I just kill gang lords in my spare time.” 
 
    “The anjelica think they’re so impressive.” Presven looked Evia in the eye. “That we’ll all wet ourselves at the approach of their infamous Valkyries. But I have seen real war, I know real skill of arms. I’m not some miserable mixed blood creature scraping a living on a half-forgotten rock, waiting to bow down in fear before the ladies with the swords and the wings. I’m not scared of you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to be scared, I just need you to be mortal,” Evia said. “You think I haven’t faced Irunians before? I’ve been to your planets. I’ve carved rotten limbs from the flesh of your so-called noble houses. I’ve left men like these squealing in the dirt. I’ve left the leaders of those houses frantically covering their tracks, so that no one will know that their defenses can be penetrated, that there are forces even your empire cannot stop.” She flicked her sword at the Irunians, and a spatter of voidtouched blood painted the floor. “I’ll do it again.” 
 
    If Presven was unsettled by what she said, by the threats and the insinuation of deadly clashes that had been hidden from him, then it showed only for the briefest moment, the merest flicker of his eyes. But maybe even that was just a trick of the light, or more accurately of the dark, of the power moving within him. 
 
    “So you brought in an outsider to protect you?” He turned his gaze back to me. “I’m even less impressed.” 
 
    “Whatever.” I shrugged. “I won last time. I took the Athena. What makes you think that you can beat me now?” 
 
    “Aside from my inherent superiority over a wretch like you?” Presven raised his hand and curled his fingers in like a claw. Darkness coalesced between them, more of the same power I’d seen in his eyes, in his skin, in the patterns dancing across his men’s armored exosuits. “I have found a new way to gain power, not just for me but for my family, for my allies, for my troops. And I’m not the only one. Many in the Empire now wield forces we didn’t have before. Once, we were feared. Now, we are unstoppable.” 
 
    Now the pieces were coming together. The Irunians we’d seen here—not just Presven and his soldiers but the ships in the voidtouched armada—they were symptoms of something bigger. Forces were coming together, forces that I’d found troubling enough on their own, but that seemed far more menacing when combined. 
 
    “The Irunians are in league with the voidtouched.” I could have made it a question, but there didn’t seem much point. Presven had all but told me as much already. 
 
    Presven smiled a terrible smile and slowly nodded his head. 
 
    “At last you understand the forces arrayed against you,” he said. “The strength and skill of the Irunian Empire fighting alongside the powers of the voidtouched. You think you can stand against that?” 
 
    I ran my gaze along the line of his soldiers, the living embodiment of this alliance, Irunian troops draped in dark magic. They certainly weren’t a good sign. 
 
    “I don’t know if we can win,” I said. “But we’re damn well going to stand, and we’ll make a bloody mess of you and your kind if you come at us.” 
 
    “If we come at you?” Presven raised an eyebrow. “I believe that you came at us here. And given that you came, the Athena must be on this ship somewhere. You’ve brought her to me. I would thank you, but I don’t think you’re worthy of that.” 
 
    “I don’t care how tough you think you are, or what amazing alliances you’ve made. You’re not getting the Athena.” 
 
    Presven laughed. There was no warmth in the sound, just a cold cracking, like ice cubes rattling around a glass. 
 
    “Oh, I’m getting that ship. It may not be much in the scheme of all this.” He waved a hand, and darkness flared between his thin fingers. “But my father remembers how many failed to take that ship, and when I bring her back, he may finally recognize what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “The problem for you and your daddy is, that ship already has a crew, and we’re not letting Irunians anywhere near it.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem. We will kill you and your unfortunate crew, we will curb this ridiculous attempt to stop our plans, and we will take control of that ship.” Presven’s voice rose, and for the first time I heard something like passion coming out of him. “We’ll use it to expand our empire, not just here in the Turgon system, but far beyond. When I control that ship, everyone will recognize my superior power, my superior ability. I will lead our fleets in a great wave across the galaxy, conquering all who stand in our way. We will show the motley, muddled rabble what real civilization is. We will fix their broken societies, give them true order and leadership. We will make this universe into the thing of crystal clarity it should be.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll take over everywhere and make everyone do things your way.” 
 
    “It lacks poetry, but yes, that is exactly what we’ll do.” 
 
    “Galactic domination. How original.” Sarcasm dripped heavy from my voice. 
 
    Presven gave a small shrug. “We don’t redesign the paintings of the great masters. Why break from a goal that has stood us so proud for so long?” 
 
    “And the voidtouched? They’re going to let you take charge?” 
 
    “The voidtouched understand our aims.” He smiled his cold smile and curled his fingers, gathering that black power once more. “They will continue to give us what we need. Whatever crack you’re hoping to open between us, think again. This pact stands strong.” 
 
    I looked at him again, evaluating what I’d seen, what he’d said, what it all meant. Was there a deeper reason why he had such confidence in this new and dreadful alliance between the worst the galaxy had to offer? 
 
    “Are you the man they call Voidheart?” I asked. “The one leading all of this?” 
 
    Presven smirked. There was a hiss as he drew his katana with one hand, while the other plucked one of the grenades from his belt. 
 
    “Enough talk,” he said. “It’s time to end this.” 
 
    I expected his soldiers to grab their rifles, but instead they held out their hands. Dark energy gathered on their palms, the power their new alliance had given them. 
 
    Presven threw the grenade at the center of our group. I knocked it aside with my esper powers, and it landed amid a cluster of cannisters holding fuel for welding tools. The grenade detonated, and the cannisters exploded, causing a blast that knocked us all off our feet and flung us across the room. I crashed through a half-built partition wall and smashed into the floor. 
 
    My head ringing and my shoulder bruised, I pushed myself to my feet. Around me, my crew and the Irunians lay scattered amid fallen tools and materials. The orderly formation the Irunians had displayed was ruined. 
 
    “Quick!” I yelled. “Hit them now, before they have time to reform.” 
 
    Every one of my crew leaped up to attack the nearest Irunians. 
 
    I was first into the action, fist swinging even before I’d reached my target. I put the whole force of my body and its momentum into that punch, hitting him in his helmeted face. There was a double thud as his head was knocked about inside the helmet and he fell to the floor. My fingers ached and my arm felt half jolted out of its socket, but it was worth it to see him fall still, the indigo glass of his visor shattered. 
 
    Barbara swept into the air, her wings swept back and golden javelin raised high, then came hurtling down. The javelin shone like a lightning bolt as it slammed into one of the Irunians, punching through his armor next to the neck, then down through him, and out through his armor again at the hip. With strength that seemed at odds with her frame, Barbara yanked the blood-slicked javelin out of the Irunian’s body and turned, looking for her next target. 
 
    Evia, usually one of the first to charge in, stood back from the fray. Her sword had been flung from her hand during the blast and lay two dozen feet away. Rather than waste vital seconds retrieving it, she had raised her hefty pistol, braced it with her off hand, and was firing off shots with deadly speed and precision. Irunians dragging themselves to their feet fell, holes blown through their chests or the center of their helmets, stopped before they even entered the fray. The look of hardness and precision in Evia’s face told me that she could do this all day, and probably had before now. 
 
    A blast of dark energy shot across the room, nearly hitting Evia. Even as she turned to face it, another one came, and she flung herself down to avoid being hit. Behind one of the more intact pieces of wall were a pair of Irunians, hands pointing around the sides of their shelter. Dark energy closed around their hands, turned into writhing bolts like black versions of ball lightning, and hurtled across the room. More bolts were coming from other angles, as the Irunians recovered from the shock of the explosion. 
 
    I took what cover I could, crouching behind a waist-high heap of girders. Dark blasts splashed across the metal, shots that probably weren’t intended to hurt me so much as to keep me down while the Irunians took out some of my friends. 
 
    There were far more of them than there were of us, and I needed a way to shorten the odds.  
 
    Peering through a gap between the girders, I spotted a bundle of metal sheets, the sort used to make walls on this ship, hanging bound together at the end of a chain, which in turn ran to the long arm of a crane in a corner of the room. That was something I could work with. 
 
    Taking careful aim, I set up a high explosive round in my pistol, then fired. The shot hit the top of the chain, shattering a link, and the chain fell. At the same time, I reached out with my esper powers, taking hold of the metal sheets and holding them suspended in the air.  
 
    Gritting my teeth at the strain of the mental labor, I set the sheets spinning, slowly at first, then faster and faster. When it seemed that my powers were on the edge of giving way, I let fly, shoving the spinning sheets out across the room, flinging them at the Irunians. What the sheets lacked in sharpness they made up for in sheer momentum. Several Irunians were sliced in half by flying metal, while others were flung from their feet or saw their outstretched arms ripped off. 
 
    Exhausted from the effort, I sank down behind my girder barricade to catch my breath and see what happened next. 
 
    What happened was Fiona. With a furious yell, she charged across the room, firing force blasts from her spear. A Irunian aiming at Barbara was hit in the arm, the shot spinning him around. Before he could steady himself, Fiona fired again, from close range this time. The Irunian’s chest buckled, and he slammed back into a half-finished wall, with a sound like the ringing of the world’s biggest bell. He slid to the ground and didn’t get back up. 
 
    That sound distracted several of the Irunians, who turned to look at what had happened, and Jessica took that chance to strike. She had been sneaking through the litter from the explosion, slinking cat-like from one twisted mass of metal to the next. She burst out of her hiding place, a pair of slender daggers in her hands, slammed one through a gap in the back of the nearest Irunian’s armor, then grabbed the next Irunian from behind. With one hand, she yanked off his helmet, while with her other hand she brought her second dagger around, to drag it across his throat. 
 
    Evia also acted on the opportunity. She dived for her sword, her wings giving her extra speed, grabbed the weapon, rolled forward, and sprang back to her feet. An Irunian standing next to the sword had just enough time to draw his blade. Evia knocked the dagger from his hand and ran him through. Still clutching the hilt of her sword, she shoved the Irunian’s body hard. He slid off her sword and into the path of another soldier who was charging at her. The soldier fell, and Evia hacked at his head, driving a deep, jagged dent into the back of his helmet. 
 
    With all of this carnage going on, I expected Presven to step in. He was undoubtedly the most deadly opponent facing us, and more than confident in his own abilities. But apparently he was confident in his men too, or feeling too important to get his hands dirty, because he stood back from the fray, arms folded, watching us.  
 
    I caught his eye. He smiled slyly at me, then raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Whatever he was waiting for, I wasn’t going to play his game. Things could still go badly for us. 
 
    There was an angle grinder lying on the ground close to me, its cutting blade dirty but not yet blunted. I grabbed it and switched it on. As the disk spun, I flung the whole machine at the nearest Irunian, using my esper power to give it an extra push. There was a grating sound as it hit its target, which turned into wet crunching, and he fell in a spray of blood. 
 
    Barbara had sunk into a crouch and drawn her pistol. She fired at the remaining Irunians, taking one down with a dark mark on his chest and forcing two others back into cover. A firefight broke out, Barbara and the Irunians exchanging shots across the space between them. They used the construction works to provide them with shelter, but Barbara didn’t even look for protection. Instead, she stayed where she was, unwavering in her calm, her gaze fixed on where they had last fired from, ready to fire as soon as either of them peered out to shoot. Sure enough, as one Irunian showed his helmeted face, she shot him right between the eyes. The other one emerged, then reeled back as Barbara hit him in the shoulder. 
 
    Movement caught my attention. Some of the Irunians weren’t content to sit back but were moving toward us. They moved with supernatural speed, becoming black blurs as the power they had been imbued with propelled them forward. 
 
    I raised my pistol and fired at the nearest of the charging Irunians. He swerved, fast enough to minimize the impact of my shot but not to avoid it entirely. The armor piercing bullet ripped a long trail along the side of his exosuit. He grunted and stumbled, slowing as he clutched at his side. I fired again, and this time the shot found its mark, flinging him back. 
 
    A sound made me jerk around. On instinct, I fired, and managed to hit the black blur of another Irunian. His momentum carried his dead body on, and he crashed into the pile of girders that had been my shelter. They went clanging across the floor. 
 
    Not everyone managed to avoid the Irunian charge. A black blur swept up to Fiona, and an Irunian appeared. His hand shot out, and he grabbed her by the throat, lifting her off her feet. Black tendrils twitched around his fingers as he hoisted her aloft with unnatural strength, one more sign of the power they had acquired. 
 
    But Fiona wasn’t some helpless victim. She bared her tusks, swept her spear up, and plunged it down. The spear slammed into the Irunian’s shoulder. Fiona tapped a rune on its side. The Irunian’s chest exploded as she unleashed a force blast into him. 
 
    There was another blur, smaller this time, as Jessica’s steel balls shot around the room. An Irunian fell, his kneecaps shattering with a crack of their impact. Another buckled over as they hammered him repeatedly in the gut. A third Irunian tried to use his speed against them, diving in with dark power to catch one of the balls in his fist. I couldn’t see his face, but his proud stance told of a hidden grin. It didn’t last. There was a snap as the second ball flew at the one he had caught, trapping and smashing the bones of his hand between the two steel globes. He howled and opened his fist. The unleashed ball flew into his face, smashing indigo glass back into his eyes. 
 
    At the far side of the room, one of the Irunians stood back from the fight. He was even taller than the rest, and twice as broad at the shoulders, with black energy writhing around his muscular bulk. Next to him was a pile of girders, bulkier than the beams I had sheltered behind. He picked one up as easily as if it was nothing but dust, spun it around, and flung it across the room. 
 
    “Jessica!” I cried out as it hurtled at her. 
 
    She flung herself aside, and the girder crashed into the wall behind her. The hulking Irunian picked up another and, with narrowed eyes, turned his attention onto me. 
 
    I raised my pistol, took aim and, in the moment he drew his arm back, shot him three times in the chest. For a moment he stood swaying on the spot, and I wondered if he’d somehow survived. Then he fell, with a crash as loud as falling girders. 
 
    In the center of the room, Barbara and Evia met over a pile of Irunian bodies. They exchanged a look and, smiling fiercely, clasped each other’s left hands. 
 
    “Maybe focus on the fight?” Fiona called out to them, as she fired blasts of force at oncoming Irunians. 
 
    “We are,” Evia replied. 
 
    Both women flapped their wings and they took off, hands still clasped. As they rose, they started to spin, like a bola hurled through the air. They picked up speed, then started to move across the room. It wasn’t a simple movement, but a twisting, turning, rolling thing, the two women swinging around each other, one sometimes higher and then the other. Barbara flipped over Evia’s head straight into an Irunian, hammering her javelin through him into the floor. Evia pivoted around that point, sword outstretched, scything down nearby opponents. It was the strangest martial art I had ever seen, but there was clearly an art to it, an evolution of the movements I had seen them use before, an elegance and precision that took my breath away. 
 
    Through all the carnage, a pair of Irunians came charging at me. I pulled the trigger of my pistol, but the hammer fell on an empty chamber, and my easily accessible spare clips were all used up.  
 
    I dropped the gun and ducked as a blade of dark power slashed through the air. I countered with the only weapon I still had to hand, the case holding the star power. I slammed it into the Irunian’s arm, knocking his blade away, then jerked it into his face. Case and helmet together resounded like a gong. The Irunian staggered back, and I slammed my foot down on his shin. With a crack of splintered bone, he fell. 
 
    The other Irunian stabbed at me with a black blade, once, twice, three times, testing how I would respond. I parried the first two blows with swings of the case. The third one, I let past my defenses and through the gap between my arm and my body. I brought my arm down to clamp his against my side, then twisted. Forced to turn or have his arm broken, he walked straight into the case punching him in the face. 
 
    I let go of the Irunian’s arm, and he fell to the ground. I looked at the case, and was relieved to see that, despite its use as a weapon, it wasn’t even scratched. Then I looked around the room. Presven still stood back, and other Irunians remained, taking pot shots at us with their dark power. 
 
    Wouldn’t these guys ever lie down and die? 
 
   



 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In spite of the beating we’d delivered to many of them, the Irunians kept coming. There were some who had stayed back, riding out the fight so far, occasionally firing from a distance. Others had taken a beating but came back for more, rising from where they had been knocked down. Part of that was the professionalism and pride that came naturally to the elite soldiers of a battle-hardened empire, pushing them to constantly achieve more. But beyond that, there was something unnatural at play. The dark power with which the voidtouched had infused them flowed over and through the Irunians’ wounds, stemming the flow of blood, holding broken bones in place, letting them fight on even when they should have been out of the fight. 
 
    One of those soldiers who should have been down charged at me. Her armor was buckled on both an arm and a leg, blood-stains streaking the battered plates over twisted limbs, but it barely slowed her down. She swung a blade of dark energy, a neck-height swipe that would have decapitated an unwary opponent. 
 
    I parried the strike and kicked her in the leg, channeling my own power to cancel the voidtouched influence. The dark magic broke around her wound, my boot collided with her already broken leg, and she fell howling to the ground. Even down, she stabbed up, trying to catch me in the guts. I sidestepped the attack and kicked her again, in the face this time. Her head jerked back, and she went still. 
 
    Looking past her, I saw a small contingent of the Irunians heading for the exit. My relief at seeing them go was tempered by the realization that Presven was among them. Having started this bloody business, he was getting out rather than face the consequences. So much for the proud and aristocratic war leader. 
 
    Though I was frustrated to see him leave, I smiled. If Presven was fleeing from the fight, that meant he was expecting to lose. Despite voidtouched power and the skill of the Irunian soldiers, we were winning. 
 
    “Look, their leader’s running,” I called out. “We’ve got this!” 
 
    Reinvigorated by the taste of victory, my companions went on the offensive. Barbara and Evia became a whirling cloud of feathers and destruction, tearing through the center of the Irunian force, while Jessica worked her way around their flank and Fiona shot any who tried to break clear.  
 
    I reloaded my pistol and took the opposite flank from Jessica, driving the Irunians back with carefully placed shots, taking down any that came too close with swings of the case full of star power. 
 
    Whatever their faults, none of the Irunians lacked courage. Even as the soldier to the left of him fell, the last of them raised his sword and charged at me, yelling a fearsome battle cry. I fired, taking a chunk out of his hip, but dark power flowed to fill the hole and he kept running. It was only when Fiona fired a powerful blast from her force spear, flinging him back into a wall, that he slumped to the ground at last. The black power around him faded, and blood streamed from his wounds. 
 
    “I guess the voidtouched aren’t interested in saving these guys once they can’t fight anymore,” I said. 
 
    “They are not known for their kindness,” Evia said. 
 
    “And the Valkyrie are?” 
 
    “We bring a certain sort of mercy.” She flicked blood from her sword and looked at me. “What now?” 
 
    I pointed at the doorway I’d seen Presven head through. There was no need to discuss a plan. No point in subtlety anymore; our enemies knew that we were here. Just run for the target, hit them as hard and as fast as we could. We had to break through and destroy the beam projector before they consumed the star and with it our hope for the future. 
 
    We ran down half-finished corridors, their walls not yet lined, cables and pipes exposed. Our running footsteps echoed amid the undisguised whirring of machinery and the clangs of construction happening somewhere nearby.  
 
    This whole place was a work of madness, not just building a ship on this scale but continuing to build it while a battle raged in the space around it and along its corridors. But then, there was a dark insanity to everything the voidtouched did, an indifference to everything that was normal, reasonable, or involved caring for others. All they wanted was to dominate, no matter the cost. 
 
    We came to a junction, and I reached out with my mind, feeling for the presence of the energy beam. There were two routes that might lead toward it. Presven and his men were rushing along one of them. That had to be the way. 
 
    We followed, weapons still at the ready. At every junction or room, I reached out with my powers, feeling for our opponents and for our target. There was no doubt about it, Presven was heading the same way as us, toward the beam and whatever made it. We started to hear their footsteps ahead of us, the clang of their boots mixing with ours. 
 
    The sound of those footsteps changed, losing the echo of confined corridors. We ran out into a vast chamber. Neon strip bulbs ran along bare beams, connected by sturdy hanging cables, their white light casting the whole place into stark contrasts of brightness and shadow. The ceiling above was incomplete, but an energy field held the air in and provided artificial gravity, the flicker of its power occasionally, faintly visible against the background blackness of space. 
 
    Out there in the blackness, the larger battle continued. Ships flew through the void, moving at what must have been incredible speeds but that seemed strangely slow from down here. Lasers flashed and missiles unfurled into the bright blooms of explosions. I hoped that Olusoga and his small fleet were safe, knowing even as I thought it that the hope would be futile for some of them. Brutal, sudden death played out above our heads, as they fought to buy us time by keeping our opponents occupied. 
 
    In the center of the room was a vast machine, a thing of steel barrels and refracting prisms through which strange energies flowed. At its heart was a wide barrel that pointed up through a gap in the protective shield, firing the beam of dark energy at the Turgon star. Transparent shields wrapped protectively around the device’s base let out the glow of those prisms, creating weird and shifting patterns of pale light in the area around the machine.  
 
    Presven and his remaining soldiers stood around the base of the machine, between us and our target. Its light gave his face a sickly glow, like he was rotting from within. Perhaps he really was, this darkness he had bound himself to consuming him from the inside. I could only hope. 
 
    He looked at me, his face twisting into an expression of frustration. 
 
    “You’re not meant to be here,” he said. “You’re meant to be dead by now.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Guess your big scary Irunians weren’t as impressive as you folks claim.” 
 
    “They are the best of the best,” he snarled. “Fools like you can’t have beaten them. There’s some trick here.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to redefine best. Maybe pure blood and pristine uniforms don’t count for as much as you think. And judging by the way you ran away just now, you knew that.” 
 
    “We did not run, we regrouped, came to protect our most precious resource.” His voice rose. “Irunians never run.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that.” I shrugged. “We’ll stay grounded in reality.” 
 
    Presven’s scowl deepened, and his hand clenched around the handle of his katana. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said and pointed at us. “Kill them.” 
 
    The remaining Irunian soldiers drew on their dark power, summoning weapons of void magic, and charged at us. We ran to meet them. 
 
    One swung at me with a spear of rippling blackness. I dodged her thrust, stepped aside, and brought my pistol up to aim point-blank at her head. She was faster and more alert than the others I’d fought, and ducked before I pulled the trigger. The shot hit a girder behind her even as she lashed out with her foot, kicking me in the midriff. I staggered back, winded, and fired again, but she used her dark power to deflect the bullet. 
 
    Two could play at that game.  
 
    As she stabbed at me with her spear, I blocked the blow not with a weapon but with my esper powers. Even through her helmet I heard her shocked gasp as the blade of her spear grated against my defenses, drawing sparks out of nothingness. As she drew the spear back and adjusted her balance, I flung myself at her. My shoulder slammed into her chest, and she stumbled. I hooked her legs with one of mine, and she fell. As she lay prostrate, I pointed my gun and fired three shots. The third one punched through her powers and her exosuit, finishing her off. 
 
    Things were going just as badly for the other Irunians. Four lay at Evia and Barbara’s feet, brought down by their deadly anjelica martial arts. Another was crumpled over a girder, flung there by a blast from Fiona’s force spear. As I turned to look, Jessica’s steel balls hit the last one on either side of the head. There was a resounding clang, a crunch of breaking bones, and he fell. 
 
    Only Presven remained, standing in front of the voidtouched weapon. Behind him, dark energy streamed through prisms, coalescing into the dark and deadly beam that blasted straight into the heart of the star. 
 
    “Pathetic,” he hissed as one of his fallen men crawled away. “If you can’t deal with these degenerates, then I will have to do it myself.” 
 
    He stepped forward. The darkness in him was growing stronger, growing with the power drawn in by that terrible machine. The black veins in his face pulsed and thickened. Blackness flowed along his shoulders, down his arms, formed into swirling clouds around his hands. He clenched his fists and that power formed a pair of night black swords with edges that gleamed as cold as sunlight on the ice of winter dawn. 
 
    “You’re not just using that power, are you?” I asked. “It’s using you.” 
 
    “I have simply embraced its possibilities,” he said. “Something you are too weak to understand.” 
 
    “You’ve given into the void.” 
 
    “I have seized it, and now I will use it to destroy you.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” Fiona charged at him, spear leveled, energy blasting from its tip.  
 
    Presven held out one of his arms, and I thought that he was going to use his black sword to parry her attack. Instead, the sword collapsed, and the blackness became an extension of his hand. He flicked his wrist, the air rippled, and Fiona went flying, like she had been swatted by a giant hand. She hurtled across the room, toward one of the walls. I reached out with my own power, gathering the air there, thickening it, using it to form a cushion that softened her landing. She sank through the thickened air to the ground and knelt, wincing as she clutched her ribs. 
 
    Presven cackled. 
 
    I whipped up my gun, sighted down the barrel, and fired. Tendrils of black power shot out from Presven, deflecting the bullets. There were clangs and rattling sounds as they bounced off walls or vanished into the ship’s half-built interior, small blasts as explosive bullets went off well away from their target. I kept firing until my gun was empty, reloaded, fired again, but nothing was getting through. 
 
    “You think that you can defeat me with such crude tactics?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But I can keep your attention.” 
 
    At that moment, Jessica dropped from a beam above him. It had taken an effort of concentration not to look at her as she crept up there while I distracted Presven with my shooting, but now that effort paid off. 
 
    Jessica landed on the Irunian, legs over his shoulders, and swung a knife at his face. He brought up a black blade, caught her knife, held it in place. She dropped the knife, grabbed his long hair with both hands, and yanked his head back, then drew her legs up. Powerful thighs squeezed, strangling him. Presven gasped and choked, clawed at her legs, turned his fingers into knives to gouge at her flesh. She clung on even as he sliced through her exosuit, gritting her teeth to endure the pain. 
 
    Presven staggered. He was weakening. I thought that we had won at last. But then he pointed both hands up and back, straight at Jessica’s body. Black power punched out from his hands, flinging her off him. Presven stumbled from the sudden change in his balance. Jessica slammed into a wall and slid groaning to the ground. 
 
    Presven turned and raised his hand. More power rushed at Jessica, pressing her against the wall. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn to choke,” he snarled. 
 
    Jessica gasped as she was pressed against the flat steel by an overwhelming force. She tried to fight it off with her own esper powers, but they were clearly being overwhelmed, the darkness closing in on her. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s time for you to bleed,” Evia said as she swooped in, swords swinging. 
 
    Presven whipped around and yanked his power away from Jessica, turning it into a pair of katanas. He parried the two blades Evia was attacking with, one of her own and one taken off a fallen Irunian. Sparks flew and clangs sounded around the chamber. 
 
    Presven twisted clear of Evia’s attack, spinning on his heels, and went on the offensive. The two of them lunged and slashed, pivoted and parried, a dazzling display of swordplay that carried them back and forth across the space in front of the machine.  
 
    Evia stretched her wings and flew over his head, swinging at him from above, but Presven had clearly trained to fight aerial opponents. He parried those blows and turned on the spot, so that he still faced her as she landed and brought her blades around. It was a move that would have sliced most opponents in half, but Presven didn’t just block it, he used the opportunity to turn her weapons aside and lunge in, forcing her to jerk back. It was another blow that would have killed most people, but Evia flung herself back with her wings, and Presven’s blade darted bloodless through the space where her heart had been. 
 
    “You’re almost worthy of fighting me,” he said. “If only you were Irunian, we could have done glorious things together.” 
 
    “I’d rather cross blades with a voidtouched,” she said, panting as she caught her breath. “At least they’re honest to their nature. You’re grasping at power for what, arrogance, greed, desire to prove yourself?” 
 
    “My reasons don’t matter to you. What matters is the chance you stand against me, and there is no chance at all.” 
 
    He went on the offensive again, blades whirling like parts of a deadly machine. The fight flowed too fast for me to follow, the two of them lunging and leaping, attacking and parrying. But while I couldn’t make out the details, I could follow the flow of it, could see which way this was going. Evia, who had the edge at first, was steadily overwhelmed by Presven as ever more dark power flowed from his eyes, down his face, into his arms and the blades at their ends. She was driven back across the room and lost one of her swords as it was knocked from her hands. 
 
    Presven brought his own hands together. The two blades of black power merged, becoming a single sword. He swung it with all his strength. Evia parried the strike, but its force sent her reeling. She fell, and her head knocked hard against the ground. 
 
    “Now for the real problem.” Presven spun around. As he did so, the black sword dissolved, became a stream of power that he flung straight at me and Barbara. 
 
    In the fragment of a second before his attack hit, I flung up a shield of my own esper power. The darkness hammered against it, and there was a roar as the air filled with the power of these two intense forces colliding. 
 
    “Get clear,” I said to Barbara. “Check on the others. I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    “But Simon…” 
 
    “Go!” I snapped. “I can keep this up longer if I only have to protect one of us, and the longer I hold him off, the more chance we have.” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation, then a flutter of wings as Barbara took to the air and flew away. 
 
    I focused on the shield, reaching out with all the force of my mind to keep it working. I absorbed and dispersed the voidtouched power, draining it away into the universe. But that was a drag on my own power, and while I was faltering, Presven continued regardless, relentlessly bombarding me. 
 
    I took a step forward, pushing the dark energy aside, forcing my field closer to Presven. My hand tightened around the handle of the case that held the newborn star’s energy, that I needed to feed to the starbearer to save the universe, a starbearer that Presven and his allies were intent on destroying. I couldn’t just stand back, no matter how brutal his attack. I had to find a way to take him out. 
 
    Presven smiled, an expression carved from malice, its darkness made all the bleaker by the white of his bared teeth. 
 
    “Don’t worry, human,” he said, making the last word sound like an insult. “I’ll soon put you out of your misery. You and everyone like you.” 
 
    “You’ll have to beat me first,” I said, taking a couple more steps forward. “And right now, I’m the one on the offensive.” 
 
    Presven laughed. “Really, you think you can win through this feeble display? This petulant protest of a child against his betters?” He shook his head. “I see that I have to teach you a real lesson.” 
 
    He reached back with one hand and placed it on the device producing the star-killing beam. The currents in the machine shifted, and its prisms tilted. The beam kept flowing, even as dark energy, diverted away from it, streamed from the device and into Presven. 
 
    The Irunian tipped his head back and gasped. The currents running through and across his skin grew even more intense. I could barely see the silver and indigo of his armor anymore, there was so much darkness flowing across him, painting his body black. 
 
    Our eyes met. It was like looking straight into a black hole, a darkness that threatened to swallow me up and crush me. 
 
    “Are you even still in there?” I asked. “Does Presven live, or is there only the void?” 
 
    “There is power,” he answered. “What else matters?” 
 
    “Joy. Kindness. Life.” 
 
    Presven snorted. “Weak excuses to justify a failure of strength, a failure I will not fall into.” 
 
    His power was still flowing against me, and I was still pressing into it, forcing my way closer. I was almost there. A few more steps and I would reach him. I didn’t know what I would do then, but at least I could do something. 
 
    Presven, as if reading my thoughts, shook his head. He splayed his fingers, then shoved at the air with both hands. 
 
    A fresh burst of dark power hit me. I was flung off my feet and crashed down onto the ground, skidding to a halt against one of the girders surrounding the beam device. The case full of star power fell from my hand and slid away. 
 
    Presven strode forward, his expression triumphant. For a moment, I feared that he would go after the case, but if he understood its importance, then he didn’t care. He was too focused on me, on snuffing out his opponent’s life, an obsession with destruction like that of a small child crushing bugs. 
 
    “You see this?” He gestured at the device behind him, the one pouring dark energy into the sky and toward the Turgon star. “This is a weapon that none of your pathetic little tricks and ruses can stand against. A piece of ingenuity far beyond such lowly creatures as yourself. A weapon to redefine the universe, to remake existence as it should be.” 
 
    “Just looks like a bunch of crystals and tubes to me,” I said, hoping I could antagonize him into an ill-considered attack. 
 
    “Crystals and tubes?” Presven laughed. “It is so much more. This contains the energy of a dying star. Do you understand? The death of an entire system and everything born from it, of all the lives entwined there. It is the epitome of destruction, the ultimate tool of annihilation. Against a power like this, you don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, I probed at his defenses with my esper powers, trying to puncture the dark shield around him and strike the elf beyond. But my attacks slid across the power around him, leaving Presven untouched. Even when I came close to clawing through, he waved a hand and my attacks crumpled, fading to nothing. 
 
    But his description of the device gave me an idea. Maybe there was a way that I could defeat him, if I just kept him distracted long enough to pull it off. 
 
    “You keep talking about how powerful you are,” I said. “About how deadly you and your toys are. But as far as I can see, it’s all talk. You’re the elf who cried wolf, and I’m not seeing a single wolf yet.” 
 
    I forced myself to keep looking at him, not to cast even the smallest glance at the case full of star energy lying a dozen feet away. I didn’t even twitch a finger in its direction as I used my esper powers to reach for it. 
 
    “All these attempts to antagonize me,” Presven said. “To goad me into a mistake. Is this all that humans do, make pathetic challenges and puny stabs at wordplay? No wonder none of the other species respect you. No wonder you are reduced to slaves and mercenaries, to tools for species that matter.” 
 
    I could feel the case, but it was hard to focus on it with his dark power all around me. I risked closing my eyes and reached out again, taking a firm grasp on the case with my mind. 
 
    I took a deep, dramatic breath, played up my exhaustion, trying to convince him that I was beaten. I was so close, it was an easy role to play. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Presven said. “Is that all you have? I was almost hoping for more.” 
 
    He leaned over, his face only inches from mine. I opened my eyes and looked at him, letting my weariness show. 
 
    “You have been an interesting challenge,” he said. “But if this is the best that the anjelica can send against us, then my allies needn’t worry, the universe will soon be ours.” 
 
    The case slid toward me by terribly slow inches. Presven held up a finger, which became the core of a black knife. 
 
    “Time to end this though, don’t you think?” he asked. 
 
    The case reached my outstretched hand. With one finger, I pressed a button on its side. 
 
    “It is,” I said, nodding. “Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    Presven drew his knife back. 
 
    My hand tingled. Power flowed from the case into me, that incredible, invigorating, life-giving power that had strengthened me before. The power of a newborn star. I grinned. 
 
    Presven frowned. He glanced around and saw the case at last. 
 
    “What is this?” he hissed. 
 
    Power kept flowing through my whole body. It flooded into my mind. Every inch of me tingled with the pure, glorious strength of it. 
 
    “This is what you wanted,” I said. “An ending.” 
 
    Then I slammed a glowing fist into his chest. 
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    Presven flew back across the room, trailing streamers of dark magic, and collided with the wall, buckling the plates where he hit. 
 
    I rose to my feet. The power was still flowing through me, streaming from the case up through my arm into my body. Every movement I made felt surer and more powerful. Every breath I took tasted fresher and felt richer. Every beat of my heart sounded louder and more confident than it had done before. 
 
    This wasn’t just the power of the star anymore. This was my power, radiating through me. There was a glow around my body, the opposite of the darkness that seeped from Presven. I felt its warmth flush my cheeks. It was like living through the most glorious of summer days, even out here in this half-built weapon of destruction amid the cold void of space and the fleets warring around us. 
 
    I allowed myself a brief glance up. The battle was still raging out there, lives still being lost, while darkness spread across the surface of the star, threatening to obliterate that light and with it so much more. I needed to win this thing, and fast, for all those people who had risked their lives to get me here, and the billions more whose lives would be lost if we failed. 
 
    Presven pulled himself out of the dented wall. I’d hoped that my blow might have taken him out, but it had never been likely. He was too powerful now to be so easily defeated. 
 
    Supercharged by the energy of a young star, with the case still clutched in my hand, I walked toward Presven. He strode toward me, and as we approached, the two of us picked up speed, charging at each other. At the last moment, we both leaped. Our punches collided, black and white power obliterating in a wave of energy that flung bodies and construction components around the room. 
 
    As we landed facing each other, Presven seized the initiative. His arms blurred as he threw a flurry of swift blows, darting to right and to left. I blocked and dodged, ducked and rolled away. He lashed out, kicking me as I dived past, and I almost sprawled across the floor, just managed to fling myself into a forward roll, and came unsteadily back to my feet. 
 
    I spun around and raised the case, blocking the next blow. His punches kept hammering at me. I started blocking them with my forearms, an ache rising in my arms as I fell into a rhythm, letting him get used to it. Then I let one punch through, giving him a split second of apparent triumph. The fist slid past, glanced off my exosuit, and I grabbed his arm. I yanked hard, twisted him around, and threw him onto the floor. 
 
    Now it was my turn. There was no time for nobility or not kicking an elf while he was down. I kicked him hard, repeatedly, using my esper powers and the star energy to enhance each blow, to give them precision and strength. Presven squirmed and wriggled, tried to writhe away across the floor. I pursued, still kicking him. I brought my foot up and then down, aiming to stamp on his leg and break it. He rolled clear just in time and barked in triumph. I kicked even harder, and it added to the momentum of his roll, launching him across the room. He slammed into the wall again and fell to the ground, landing flat on his front. 
 
    I strode over, but he was already up, groaning as he dragged himself to his feet. A trickle of blood ran red across the pale skin and black veins that made up his face. He wiped it away, then raised his fists. Once again, there was a flurry of blows, both of us punching and kicking this time, frantically trying to get the blow in that won the fight. With his back against the wall, Presven was trapped, his movements limited, and I made the most of the advantage, darting back and forth, coming at him from every angle. 
 
    Presven ducked left. I followed, ready to stop him diving away. But instead of making a bid for escape, he grabbed the hilt of his katana and drew it. The blade flashed for a moment in the light from the star-killing device, then turned black as Presven’s voidtouched energy flowed across it. 
 
    He swung the sword, and I backed off. Blocking a blade with my bare hands wasn’t going to end well. The katana whirled through the air, forming swift, swinging patterns like the spinning of a deadly propeller. Now I was on the defensive, trapped by the curving arc of that blade, forced back across the room. I summoned my own power to defend myself, but I couldn’t quite muster the blade that I needed to counter his. The best that I could do was small, temporary forcefields, like a series of miniature shields. The katana bounced off them, but each time it did, the forcefield shattered, leaving me forced to summon a new one again. I had no time to build a better defense or find a way to fight back. 
 
    In desperation, I brought up the star energy case. I knew that it must be tough, to have survived everything we’d been through, and if I died now, then it would do no good anyway. I had to risk it. The katana bounced off the case in a shower of sparks, and as it did so, more power jolted through me. 
 
    Presven gave an all too familiar malicious grin. 
 
    “You think that’s a good idea?” he said. “That case looks awfully important to me.” 
 
    He drew the katana back with both hands, then swung it with all the strength of his body and his black power. The sword hit the case and shattered. Half the blade clanged to the floor, while small pieces flew off in every direction. He stared, horrified, at the stub that remained. 
 
    “My grandmother’s sword,” he whispered. 
 
    “She should have given it to someone more careful,” I said. “Or who was less of an asshole.” 
 
    His eyes brightening with fury, he stabbed at me with the stump of the sword. I dodged aside and swung the case. It slammed into his face, knocking him back. As he went, I grabbed his sword arm with my free hand and twisted. The remaining piece of the katana fell to the ground, and I kicked it away. 
 
    “That’s a bit more even,” I said. “Apart from this.” 
 
    I swung the case again, turning it into a bludgeoning weapon, battering at his shoulders and sides. He blocked a few blows, but the angular edges of the case made him wince as they struck his flesh. He started dodging more, backing away, trying to get clear. At last, he flung himself forward, diving under my arm and rolling as he landed. He came up in a leap, springing off the ground and grabbing a girder above his head. He swung himself up, balanced cat-like on the girder, and started running. Swift footsteps carried him around the edge of the room, jumping between girders and ledges, grabbing hand holds and scrambling upward. 
 
    It was a side of Presven I’d never seen before, something almost animalistic. I had no chance of catching him, not on his terms. 
 
    “You think I’m going to play chase?” I called out. “That I’ll wear myself out running around after you up there?” 
 
    “Oh no,” he called back. “I wanted a good angle to do this.” 
 
    He grabbed something off his belt and pulled back his arm. I had just enough time to remember the grenades the Irunians carried before I flung myself aside. The metal orb hit the ground inches from where I’d been and exploded, charring the metal there. 
 
    I got back to my feet, then jumped away again as another grenade landed. I was chased around the room by a series of blasts, while Presven, twenty feet above, cackled and kept throwing. 
 
    “There’s one thing you haven’t considered,” I called out. 
 
    “I doubt it,” he said. 
 
    I turned my next dodge into a dive toward a specific patch of ground. As I landed, I snatched up the pistol that I had dropped earlier. Even as he flung his next grenade, I was bringing the gun up, using my esper powers to improve my aim. My bullet hit his grenade, which exploded in midair. My next bullet knocked the last remaining grenade off Presven’s belt, and he jumped away as it fell and exploded on the beam where he had stood. 
 
    I kept firing. A field of black energy rose around Presven, absorbing the momentum of the bullets. They lost their force before they reached him and fell with a clatter to the floor.  
 
    “You think that you can defeat the power of the voidtouched like that?” he sneered. 
 
    “You thought you could kill me with grenades.” 
 
    “Maybe I still will. Maybe I’ll catch you and throttle you and stuff one down your throat, watch you explode from the inside out. I’ll watch your guts paint the walls like the worst sort of abstract painting. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Like a memorable way to go, but I’m not leaving this universe yet.” 
 
    “That’s what you think.” Back on the main floor of the chamber, Presven stood facing me. He raised his arms, and black magic flowed out of him, tendrils merging into thicker strands, tentacles like those of a terrible squid. They grabbed hold of me and hauled me off my feet. One wrenched the pistol from my hand and another went for the case, but I clung on tight to that. It mattered too much, in this battle and in everything else, for me to let go. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Presven said as he hauled me up off the floor. “I will crush you. I will throttle you. I will squeeze every last gasp of life out of you. And when you’re nothing but a dried-out, twisted husk, I’ll finish what I came here to do.” He pointed through the shield above. “I’ll do the same to that star.” 
 
    I was trapped, tangled in his limbs of dark energy, but I was far from helpless. I might not be able to move my arms or legs, but I had my mind and all the power in it. 
 
    I gathered my esper energy, power increased by that of the star, and pushed it outward. It pressed against the tentacles wrapped around me, forced them off me and away. I slid through them and landed on my feet again, still clutching the case. Then I used my power to grab hold of the tentacles, yanking them around, knotting them together, turning them into useless lumps. 
 
    Presven snarled and let that part of his power go, letting the tentacles dissolve. We stood facing each other, sweat running down both of our faces, panting from our exertions. 
 
    I was tired, I was aching, but I wasn’t done yet, and neither was he. 
 
    All sophistication went out the window. We stopped channeling our energies through weapons or summoning and started hammering at each other with the raw, unshaped force of our wills and of the powers we had been granted. Our minds slammed against each other in the air of that chamber. Girders buckled and bulbs shattered beneath the force, so that we were caught in a flickering, dying light. One of his psychic blows flung me back across the room. I used my own mind to bounce off the far wall and slam back into him, flinging him across the room. 
 
    I followed Presven, hammering at him with my esper powers, forcing him back. He blocked and counter-attacked, but my mind was stronger, my will more determined. I wouldn’t let him win. I couldn’t let him win. 
 
    At last, the fight was going in my favor. The structure around us shook from the titanic forces we were unleashing against each other, the floor beneath me shaking and the girders trembling overhead, plates falling off the walls to crash down, cables and pipes unspooling all around. Heaps of materials for the construction of the carrier went rolling down floors that no longer sat straight. I didn’t care. If this place collapsed, all the better. Destroying this monstrous hulk would be a bonus point in this battle, as long as my friends got out alive. 
 
    I kept advancing. Presven looked smaller somehow, less powerful. It wasn’t just that his energy was fading. His confidence was wilting too, his arrogance cut away by his inability to beat me. This master of the universe was learning that there was more to success than a fancy uniform and so-called good breeding. 
 
    But I was forgetting why I was really there. I’d become so focused on beating him that I’d forgotten the real mission, and that was one way to make sure that we failed. We were here to stop the beam. Everything else was secondary. 
 
    I looked up through the field above, straight at the Turgon system’s star. The beam was still pouring into it, a seemingly endless flow of dark energy running across the surface of the star. That surface was nearly halfway covered, a whole side of the star hidden beneath a sheet of shadows.  
 
    The voidtouched and their allies were winning. If I didn’t act quickly, it would be too late. All our losses and suffering would be for nothing. 
 
    I needed to end this before the voidtouched and their terrible technology ended the star. But if I left Presven standing, then he would attack the moment my back was turned. I had to take him out. 
 
    I turned my attention back onto him, even as the world grew darker around me. Instead of accidentally tearing the place apart, I did it deliberately, wrenching plates off the walls and girders from the ceiling, flinging them at him. They came so thick and so fast that all he could do was divert them to either side, so that they clanged into the walls, piling up around him, penning him in. Barriers of metal rose to either side of the Irunian commander, and he fell into ever deeper shadow. 
 
    At last, the jagged end of one of the beams broke through his defenses. It tore through his exosuit and the flesh of his shoulder, pinning him to the wall. He screamed in pain and clutched his opposite hand to it, blood streaming through his fingers. 
 
    “It’s over, Commander Presven,” I said, coming closer. “You can give in now, or I can keep flinging these at you, obliterate you piece by piece.” 
 
    “That’s what you want, is it?” he hissed through gritted teeth. “For me to surrender, to face the humiliation of groveling at your feet? Of being remembered forever as the officer who gave in to a lowly criminal?” 
 
    “I just want to end this, and for that I’m giving you a way out. Don’t be a lunatic. Take what I’m offering and save your life.” 
 
    He cast his gaze down and took long, ragged breaths. What was going through his mind? Was he looking for an escape route that didn’t exist, trying to gather his powers to fight me, or mustering the will it would take him to give in? Nothing on his face gave it away. I braced myself, ready to respond to his attack. 
 
    The girder through his shoulder shifted, moved by his mind powers, and fell to the floor. He gripped his shoulder more tightly, trying to stem the flow of blood. He was shrouded in darkness, the shadows from the metal piled up around him mingling with the darkness of his voidtouched power. I couldn’t even see where Presven ended and the world around him began. 
 
    “Fine,” he whispered. “If you won’t fight me to the end, then we’ll deal with this another way.” 
 
    This was crazy. What was he hoping to achieve? How could he do anything now except accept defeat? 
 
    “Simon!” Barbara’s voice rose, shrill with alarm. 
 
    I spun around to see her hanging in the air, hauled up by tendrils of dark power. Those tendrils were wrapped around her arms, her legs, her wings, her body. One twisted around her mouth, cutting off her cries again. That darkness ran from Barbara, down to the floor, across the room. It flowed through shadows, across the heaped debris around Presven, and into that blurred darkness around him. 
 
    “So simple,” he said. “So naive. So vulnerable, because you care about these people, because you desperately want to live up to some weak moral code…” 
 
    The dark tendrils drew the struggling Barbara through the air, lifting her higher, up toward the dark beam rising from the generator. 
 
    “I’ve never seen what that power will do to a person,” Presven said. “I’ll be fascinated to watch. One thing is for certain, though: a force that can kill a star will easily destroy a person, even an anjelica. So, I’m giving you a choice.” 
 
    He stepped out of his corner, dark power writhing around him. I let him move, let him talk, let his need to be heard buy me time while I looked for a solution. Dread gripped me at the thought of what he might do to Barbara, and dread could be a powerful motivator, but it could cripple you too if you let it take control. 
 
    I needed to be in control. 
 
    Presven took his hand off his wounded shoulder. Dark energy now filled the wound, holding fractured bones in place, sealing torn flesh and severed veins. He held his hand out toward me, palm paler than ever beneath the crimson bloodstains. A single black vein ran across his palm and down each one of his fingers. Even with so much voidtouched power wrapped around Barbara, more remained. 
 
    “That case, it holds the power from the newborn star, doesn’t it?” he asked. “The power you snatched from under the noses of my voidtouched allies. A power as incredible as this place, in its own very different way. Give me that case, give me the star power, and I’ll release her. Otherwise…” 
 
    With a tendril of dark magic, he plucked a feather from Barbara’s wing, then lifted it higher, closer to the beam. The tendril jerked, tossed the feather into the beam. There was a brief flash, and the feather vanished, only a little fine ash drifting through the air where it had been. 
 
    I held up the case of star power, this device full of so much potential, this carrier for all the hope in the universe. The power measure on the side said that it was at sixty-seven percent. I had already spent a third of the energy in this fight against Presven, blown a portion of the power we needed to bring the starbearer to life. Did we have enough left? 
 
    I couldn’t give this power to Presven. When people threatened in the way he had, there was always another way to deal with them, and that way was usually to fight back. With enough power, enough strength of my own, I could rescue Barbara. 
 
    But I was exhausted, my body sagging and my spirit flagging. I’d come so close, committed so much, and if Presven had surrendered, it would have been enough. But to fight on, to get Barbara safely clear of that terrible torrent of dark energy… 
 
    I looked again at the figure on the case. Sixty-seven percent. I had already used a lot, why not use more? Why not draw on it to win here? 
 
    Because I wouldn’t have enough left for the starbearer, that was why. 
 
    I looked again at Barbara, wrapped around in those black tendrils. They were tightening around her, pressing her arms against her sides, leaving her completely helpless. 
 
    Her life was too important for me to sacrifice it. What was the point in saving the universe if it became the sort of place where we threw innocents away? I needed the power, here and now. The starbearer would have to wait. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Presven said, hand outstretched. “I won’t ask again. Lowlifes like you don’t deserve such power” 
 
    Fuck Presven and all the cruel, arrogant people like him, the ones who turned other people into tools and playthings, who treated the lives of others as something they were entitled to control. I wouldn’t let him have the universe his way. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let power flow through me. Unseen by Presven, the meter on the case started to tick down again. Sixty-six percent. Sixty-five percent. Sixty-four. Sixty-three… 
 
    “Last chance, Jackson…” Presven waved his hand, and the tendrils of power twitched, dragging Barbara closer to the beam. Her eyes went wide with alarm. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” I said as the power flowed into me faster and faster. Forty-two percent. Thirty-one. Eighteen. All that energy from the young star, such incredible potential, filling my body until it throbbed. I felt as though I was glowing, yet somehow it was contained. Somehow Presven couldn’t see. “The last chance for me to do the right thing.” 
 
    “So do it.” He stepped closer, hand outstretched, his face filled with hunger. 
 
    Five percent. Four percent. Three, two, one… 
 
    I took a deep breath and held out the case. 
 
    “Here,” I said. “All yours.” 
 
    Presven snatched the case with his bloodstained hand and yanked it away from me. His look of triumph became one of confusion as he looked at the energy meter. 
 
    “Zero percent,” he said. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “It means I’ve made the right choice,” I said, cracking my knuckles. “And that you’re all out of options.” 
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    Tendrils of dark power dragged Barbara ever closer to the beam of power blasting into space. Her eyes were wide, her face stiff with panic as she struggled without success to escape those bonds. They tightened, squeezing at her flesh. The air around her crackled with a menacing power. 
 
    Perhaps I should have been worried. One of my companions was in terrible danger. But it was hard to feel anything other than strong and confident with the power of a newborn star pulsing in my veins. Nothing was going to stand in my way now: not the voidtouched, not the Irunians, not Commander Presven, frowning as he stared at the case in his hand. 
 
    “Enough,” he snapped. “This is some sort of trick. Tell me or I’ll kill her: where is the real power?” 
 
    “Right here.” 
 
    With the power of my mind, I grabbed the case, yanking it out of his hands, then slammed it into his chest. He winced and staggered back, his expression of pain turning in a moment to fury. 
 
    “That’s it!” he roared. “You’ve sealed her fate.” 
 
    He waved his hands. The tentacles twisted. But before they could bring Barbara any closer to the beam, I called on my esper powers again. Tasks that would once have strained me beyond endurance were easy now, with this extra power. I lifted a dozen girders scattered around the sides of the room and flung them through the air with deadly precision. They scythed through the tendrils of shadow, ripping them away. 
 
    As the last vestiges of the darkness swathing her unraveled, Barbara spread her wings and flew clear. She landed on a ledge at the side of the room and knelt, hands on the floor, gasping for air. 
 
    “What… How…” Presven stared, slack-jawed. 
 
    “I redirected a spaceship with a fraction of this power,” I said, leaving out how much that effort had taken out of me. “Imagine what I can do to you now.” 
 
    I flexed my fingers, gathering energy there. My whole body was glowing, like I had become a star myself. The energy pulsing through me was amazing, like the biggest sugar rush in the universe multiplied by the exhilaration that came after a great gym session. In that moment, if someone had asked me to move a planet, I would have asked them where to. And sure, I’d have ruptured my brain trying something that big, but it would have felt worth it. That was the level of confidence I was working at. 
 
    Still, Presven wasn’t giving up. He gathered the power the voidtouched had given him and lashed out at me. Strands of blackness like barbed whips hissed through the air. I grabbed them with my esper powers and tied them together, forming an intricate knot. 
 
    “Cheap tricks,” Presven snapped. “But they won’t save you from real steel.” 
 
    He drew a pistol from the back of his belt and fired. Even as the gun roared, I was flinging myself aside. Accelerated by my esper powers, I darted around the room, became a blur of rushing movement, approaching Presven in a swift spiral. He pivoted to keep me in his sights, but only ended up hitting walls, control panels, and the energy beam itself, which was unaffected by anything as infinitesimally small as a bullet. 
 
    Then I was on Presven. I yanked the gun out of his grip, snapped it in two with my bare hands, and flung the pieces away. I slammed my hand into his chest, palm first, and he flew back across the room, skidding to a halt against the wall. All the pride and dignity of the Irunian aristocrat was gone. He was limp, bedraggled, defeated, blood running from his nose and lank hair hanging past his face, but still struggling not to accept his fate. 
 
    “This isn’t the way the universe works,” he hissed. “Mongrels like you don’t defeat people like me.” 
 
    “It’s not your universe anymore,” I said. “Maybe it never was. Maybe that was just a delusion you dreamed up to feel better about yourself. But right now, it’s time to face the truth.” I walked slowly toward him. “Give me one good reason why I should let you live, because I’ve got a hundred reasons not to.” 
 
    Fear crumpled Presven’s smooth features. He raised his trembling hands, gathered black power between them, and I thought that he was going to fight on. I almost admired him for it. He might be a terrible shit of an elf, but he had courage. 
 
    Except that his courage was all spent. He turned to the wall and spread his power across it, forming a portal. I couldn’t see what was on the other side, just a brief glimpse of movement. I darted forward to try to stop him, but he slithered through the hole and it closed behind him, sealing his escape. 
 
    I slammed my fist against the space he had escaped through. The wall panel buckled, but there was no sign of Presven or his portal. He was gone. 
 
    I turned and looked around the room. Fiona had pulled herself upright and stumbled over to the device in the middle of the room. She stood looking at its controls, clutching her chest as she tried to make sense of the voidtouched machine. 
 
    “Are you OK?” I asked as I strode over to her. 
 
    “I’ll live.” She winced at the extra breath it took to speak. “Might need some time with the ship’s medical facilities, but I think I got off the lightest. You should check on the others.” 
 
    Jessica was lying on the ground at the foot of one of the walls. As I approached, she started to stir. I helped her to her feet, and she shook her head, like she was trying to clear it of cobwebs. One of her cat ears twitched, while the other lay limp amid her blue hair. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “Like crap, but I’ll live.” She pulled herself fully upright and stepped proudly away from me. “That asshole sure throws a punch, huh?” 
 
    “Good thing we can hit back harder.” 
 
    A few feet away, Evia was stumbling to her feet. Blood oozed from a wound on the side of her head, and she swayed dizzily. Barbara swooped down and wrapped an arm around the other anjelica, holding her up and looking at the wound. 
 
    “Will she be alright?” I asked. 
 
    Barbara nodded. “It’s nothing that could kill an anjelica. She just needs rest.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully we can get that soon.” I raised an eyebrow. “How about you?” 
 
    Barbara touched the bruises around her throat. There were more on her arms and legs, dark spirals where the void power had gripped her. 
 
    “I believe the fighting word for it is flesh wounds.” She smiled. “As long as we’re all together, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “That’s a lovely sentiment,” Jessica said. “But we won’t be so fine if the universe is ripped apart around us. What’s going on with that beam?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” Fiona looked up from the control panel. “We don’t have time to waste: we need to stop this thing now, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Can you switch it off?” 
 
    Fiona waggled a hand. “Maybe. We need to find its power source, whatever’s feeding it the dark energy to do that.” 
 
    She pointed up through the forcefield that acted as a ceiling, to where the dark beam was destroying a star. The pulsing I had seen in the star earlier was fading, the life and potential dwindling away. If it had been a person, I would have said that they needed life support. Even if we stopped the beam blasting at it, would the starbearer survive? 
 
    Fiona and Jessica scoured the exterior of the machine, looking for the power source. Frustrated, Fiona started ripping off panels with her bare hands, desperately hunting for something inside. 
 
    “A lot of voidtouched technology has parallels with anjelica machines,” Evia said, pushing away from Barbara. “A symptom of our shared history. We’re looking for something like…” 
 
    She pressed a patch on the device’s surface. The panel next to it fell open, revealing a chamber so dark that her hand seemed to disappear as she reached inside. She shivered, tensed her arm muscles, then wrenched something out and held it up. 
 
    What she held was similar in shape and size to the device we’d used to capture the young star’s power, but with a case that shimmered in the light like an oil slick. 
 
    “A void battery,” she said. “Intense dark power gathered together, concentrated for extra effect.” She set it down on the floor and stared. “I feel sick just looking at it.” 
 
    I looked from the battery to the beam, which was still blasting into space. 
 
    “Shouldn’t that stop now?” I asked. 
 
    “There must still be power in the system.” Evia frowned. “But how much?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Fiona pulled a lever. There was a shrill humming noise, then the beam flickered and faded to nothing. “We’ve won.” 
 
    I looked up at the star again. The darkness was still there, half of the fiery orb dulled to the point of death, its light and life swept away. The other side pulsed weakly, the heartbeat of a dying beast. 
 
    “Not yet we haven’t,” I said. “We still have to wake the starbearer, if we can.” 
 
    Across the space between us and the star, ships battled. I saw a local vessel hit by the targeted bombardment of an Irunian warship. Its shields collapsed, and a moment later its hull was ripped apart. So much was still at stake in this system alone, and so much had been lost to bring us here. 
 
    Evia stalked across the room, grabbed the fallen anjelica device that had held the star power, and brought it back to the beam machine. She set the case down on a console and squinted at its side. 
 
    “Only point one percent of energy left,” she said. “No, not even that.” She slammed her fist into the console. “Dammit.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can do something to enhance that last little bit,” Fiona said. “I could rig an amplifier or a prism array or…” 
 
    She didn’t sound like she was even convincing herself. 
 
    “That won’t work,” Evia said. “We need the raw star power. We’ll have to find another young star and get its energy back here.” She glanced up at the fighting and at the space through which the beam had shot. “And we have to hope that the voidtouched can’t make another of these batteries before we do it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a long shot.” 
 
    “They always are, but what choice do we have?” 
 
    I looked down at my own hand, unclenching the fist I had instinctively formed. The bright glow I’d had while finishing off Presven had faded, but there was still a light there, and a buzz of power within me. More than my own esper abilities, or even the fragment of power I’d gathered out in space. This was the energy we’d brought with us, still residing in my body. 
 
    I looked up at the star. Was it somehow dimmer than I was? Its pulsing was growing slower. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I said. “Even if we fight our way clear, gather new star power, and get back here before the voidtouched rally new resources, the star will have died by the time we return.” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do,” Jessica said. 
 
    “There always is,” Barbara said, more vulnerable and yet more confident than any of the rest of us. “And we’ll find it, right, Simon?” 
 
    I clenched my fist, felt the power within me shift, running along new channels through my body and my mind. The energy of a young star coursed through me, bright and wonderful.  
 
    “I think I’ve found it already,” I said. “I absorbed the star power during the fight, so it’s inside me, right?” 
 
    “You absorbed the star power?” Evia stared at me in incredulity. “It should have ripped you apart.” 
 
    “Then I guess some power out there must love me, because I’m still in one piece.” I shifted my feet, felt the wounds of our last few fights, and winced. “Mostly in one piece, at least.” 
 
    Evia held a hand out, palm outstretched toward me. She paused, her skin an inch from mine, and closed her eyes. She nodded. 
 
    “It’s true. It’s there.” She opened her eyes. “You’ve become…” 
 
    “Like a battery,” I said. “Like the anjelica device was.” 
 
    “It feels reductive, but yes.” 
 
    “So maybe I can use that power now, to revive the star and wake the starbearer?” 
 
    “You want us to fling you into the heart of a star?” Evia glanced at the others. Fiona and Barbara looked appalled, while Jessica gave a resigned shrug. “Destroying you is a price I’d be willing to pay to protect the universe, but I’m not sure that everyone else would agree. And if it doesn’t work, we lose one of our most important people for nothing.” 
 
    “Then we’ll find another way.” I pointed at our case and at the voidtouched battery. “Those two are very similar. Could our container have been used to power the beam, to make something that shoots out star power instead of void energy?” 
 
    “Probably, yes, but you’re too big for the battery compartment.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I have another plan.” 
 
    I grabbed the edge of a control console and vaulted up onto it. From there, I started climbing up the struts and cables that held the beam projector’s prisms and lenses together. 
 
    “The heart of this machine is in there, right?” I pointed into the center of that crystal array. “I’m no engineer, but as long as the power gets to there, it should work, right?” 
 
    Fiona groaned and shook her head. “You really are no engineer. But in this case, by accident, you’re right. Or close enough for it to maybe work.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me.” I gripped the top of a ring of metal surrounding the beam projector, hauled myself up, and dangled over the far side. I found a foothold among the machine’s inner workings and started to climb down, careful not to dislodge any of the lenses, prisms, or other critical components. “I’ll get in here and start letting my power flow. You switch it on, the beam draws on my power, and we’re good to go.” 
 
    “Simon, this is crazy,” Jessica said, tapping the side of her head. “You’ll be sitting in the middle of a… a… a giant laser beam! How is that even meant to work?” 
 
    “After everything else we’ve seen and heard, you think this is the crazy part?” I laughed. “If it doesn’t work, then there’s no laser, so I’m safe. And if it does work, well… Even if the laser fries me, the universe lives.” 
 
    “Simon, I don’t want to lose you!” Barbara exclaimed. 
 
    “Damn right,” Fiona said. “What makes you think that we’ll be on board for the sacrifice play?” 
 
    “The fact that Evia was right. Sometimes you have to pay a price. One person for the sake of everyone else isn’t a bad bargain.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts. I’ve lived my life in the face of danger, I’m not going to dodge it now.” I swallowed as I contemplated the array of equipment around me, the awesome levels of energy they were meant to channel. Was it even possible to survive a thing like that? “Can this work? Can the machine use my energy?” 
 
    Fiona hesitated, then gave a small nod. “I think so. It’s crazy, but it should work in theory.” 
 
    “Alright then.” I took a moment to look at each of my companions in turn. If this was the end for me, I wanted to see them all one last time. The room around us grew dimmer as the star continued to fade. “No more time to waste. Turn it on.” 
 
    Fiona reached reluctantly for the controls. She flicked switches and turned dials, then reached for a lever. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” she said. “Firing in five, four, three…” 
 
    I looked at my companions and smiled. At least they’d live, no matter what. Barbara smiled sadly back at me and waved. 
 
    “…two…” 
 
    The surface of the star rippled, dark waves spreading from the blackened side. Its pulse skipped a beat. 
 
    “…one…” 
 
    Against the darkness, a spaceship exploded, a bright ball of destruction. 
 
    “…now!” 
 
    Fiona yanked on the lever. There was a loud hum. 
 
    I pushed some of the power out of me, forcing it to flow from my body, through my hands and feet, into the space in the emptiness at the heart of the machine. It ran straight into the crystalline prisms, as if they were sucking it in. They started to glow, softly at first, then brighter, a golden glow like the warm rising of a summer sun. 
 
    The light flowed back toward me, growing in intensity as it went. A feedback loop began, power running from me to the machine, back from the machine to me, growing more intense with each cycle. It blazed as it hammered into me, burning with a ferocity that set my every nerve on fire with pain. I gritted my teeth, clenched my fists, forced myself not to cry. I couldn’t do anything that might break the nerve of my friends, that might lead them to switch the machine off and get me out rather than see this through. 
 
    I tipped my head back and stared into the sky, trying to distract myself. The brightness around me was growing, my body and the machine connected by a growing web of light. It should have been hard to look out through such brightness, but somehow that was the one part that didn’t hurt. I stared up at the dying star that held the hope of the universe in it, and I hoped against hope that this would work. 
 
    There was a sudden surge in the power around me. I was lifted up, then felt myself lessen as part of the star power was ripped out of me. 
 
    A beam of blazing energy shot from my body, out of the machine, through the shield above, and into space. It stretched out across the chasm of emptiness to the Turgon star, an arc of golden light filled with hope and glory. Through the sizzling of the machine, I heard gasps from my companions. 
 
    The light stretched through the heavens, moving at a speed that must have been incredible to cross so much space, but that felt nerve-rackingly slow from where I hung suspended in the air, watching the star fade toward death. I hardly dared to breathe in case I disrupted the flow of power from me into the machine and from there across space. 
 
    Then the beam hit, right in the middle of the darkness. For a moment, nothing seemed to happen. Then lines of light spread through the darkness. That circle of shadow fractured into pieces, each of which shrank as more light flowed in. They melted away one by one, until that terrible blot across the side of the star was entirely gone. 
 
    I laughed in relief. It was like hearing that a terrible disease set on killing me had been cured. The void power that had been eating away at the star’s life force was gone. But had the star been too badly weakened by what it had suffered? Could it survive? 
 
    I needn’t have worried. As I watched in amazement, the faint and broken pulsing grew more regular, then stronger, faster, affirming the life that lay in that star, a life vaster than our own small existences, and yet no more miraculous. For any of us to survive in the face of such forces was a wonder; the star was just a more dramatic form. 
 
    That heartbeat increased, faster and faster. Something was waking, stirring from its slumber. I could almost hear it pulsing, despite the distance and the emptiness between us. It became a surging in the surface of the star, blazing tides rising and falling. Those tides rose higher with each beat, and I realized that the star wasn’t just shifting, it was expanding, growing ever more rapidly into the space around it. 
 
    The last of the star energy was being stripped from me by the beam. As its final fragments were torn away, I sank to the ground. My heart was flooded with an overwhelming sense of loss as that life-giving power left me. The ground beneath my feet felt brutally hard in its reality, the air coldly oppressive. But then I looked up at the growing star, at this dying thing that I had restored to life, and I smiled a huge smile as hope filled me again. 
 
    We had done something amazing here. 
 
    The laser beam flickered and faded away. The hum of the machine stopped. Its interior was cast into gloom and the room outside filled with an eerie silence. I slumped, drained physically and mentally, all my energy gone. I couldn’t even lift my head to look up at the star, though I could feel its heat falling across my shoulders, see a growing light pulse across the array around me. I had won, but I had no strength left to celebrate. 
 
    There was a clatter and a sound of voices, though my mind refused to process the words. Then there was a thud and the floor beneath me shook as Fiona landed inside the machine beside me. 
 
    “Simon?” She knelt beside me and laid a hand tentatively on my arm. “Are you still with us?” 
 
    I nodded, slowly and stiffly, forcing my neck muscles to move. 
 
    She looked up. I turned my head and saw the others looking down at me from the rim of the beam machine, their faces filled with concern. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Fiona said. “But I don’t think he’s doing great.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I forced my weary muscles into action, pushed myself to my feet through a great effort of body and will. Fiona stood beside me, not quite holding me up, but hovering at the ready to leap in the moment I stumbled. 
 
    I reached up, wrapped a hand limply around a hanging cable, and tried to summon the energy to climb up. Instead, hands reached down to take hold of me. Evia fluttered around, wings struggling to maneuver in the cramped space, and set her hands under my shoulders. Together, my companions lifted me out of the machine and down to the floor of the beam room. 
 
    Around us was destruction: dead Irunians and broken materials for building this great carrier ship. As I stood there, the plates beneath my feet shuddered then lifted. Two of them buckled, creating a ridge in the floor, as the beams holding them in place twisted with a sound like screams. 
 
    Above our heads, beams were trembling and the force field of the ceiling flickered uncertainly. Perhaps our allies in the space battle had finally made a critical hit on the ship, or perhaps the void battery had powered more than just the star-killing weapon, and without it, this half-built monument to destruction was falling apart. A section of wall fell with a grinding crash. I felt lighter as the artificial gravity started to fade. If we waited much longer, we would end up drifting in space, cold and airless, with the rest of the junk this wreck left behind. 
 
    “We need to get back to the Athena and get out of here,” I said. 
 
    “No kidding.” Evia snatched up the empty case that had held the star power. 
 
    She headed for the door, and I stumbled after her, growing steadier as desperation added strength to my steps. The others followed. We ran into a corridor and away. 
 
    Behind us, there was a crackling roar, and the force field collapsed. The array of lenses and prisms in the heart of the machine shattered and flew out into the void, sparkling points of light in the darkness, memories of the bright beam of life we had forged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    We dashed through the same corridors and rooms that we had come through before, heading back toward the hangars and our best hope of escape. Around us, the vast carrier groaned as its half-finished structure came under terrible stress. Deck plates sprang up around our feet as the girders beneath them buckled and twisted. Sparks flew as cables snapped. Steam gushed from broken vents and ripped pipes. Whole rooms warped into new and impractical shapes then crumpled in on themselves. When we passed windows or gaps in the structure, I saw growing clouds of debris floating away into space. The surviving crew—engineers and laborers as well as fighting personnel—dashed back and forth in panic, rushing for escape pods and emergency hatches. 
 
    “I’ll be glad to see this thing destroyed,” Jessica said. “I just wish it would wait until we get off.” 
 
    We reached a gap where the ship was breaking in two, leaving a chasm between its parts. The other half of the corridor we were running down now lay thirty feet away, its opening surrounded by jagged edges of broken metal. Summoning my esper powers to add to my jump, I leaped across the gap, and the reduced gravity of the collapsing ship helped me to make it. Barbara and Evia spread their wings, grabbed the other two, and flew them across. 
 
    On the far side, we started running again. At a junction, a group of voidtouched soldiers crossed our path. The commander looked our way, and for a moment I thought that we had a fight on our hands. But he kept running, and his men followed him, not even raising their weapons to give us a parting shot. 
 
    At last, we reached the trashed hanger where we’d left the Athena. The ceiling was starting to bend inward, and a heap of leaking barrels was burning off to one side, sending a column of greasy black smoke toward a hole in the corner of the wall. Our ship lay waiting for us, battered but unbroken. At signs of movement, her weapons swiveled to point our way. 
 
    “Aelia, it’s us!” I shouted and waved my arms. “Let us in.” 
 
    “Scanning…” A calm electronic voice echoed around the hangar, its familiar tone twisted by a crackle of interference. “Affirmative. Come on board.” 
 
    The door opened, and we raced inside. The outer door slammed shut, then the inner door of the airlock hissed wide, and we ran on, up the corridor to the bridge. 
 
    There was a clang as a section of the hangar roof fell, bouncing off the Athena’s hull on its plummet to the floor. 
 
    “We have to get out before we get trapped.” I buckled myself into the captain’s seat while the others took their places around me. “Barbara, start scanning the debris fields so we know what we’re facing. Fiona, chart a course through them. Evia and Jessica, man the lasers, we might need to blast big chunks of debris out of our way.” 
 
    I started up the engines. The Athena lifted off of the deck, shook off the debris lying across her, and turned to face the entrance. One wall of the hangar started to collapse, bringing down half the ceiling with it. I hit the gas, and we accelerated out of the carrier as the hangar imploded behind us. 
 
    In space, the battle was over. The armada of voidtouched ships and their allies might not have been defeated, but now that the carrier was broken and the star transformed, they were rushing to retreat. Some of the local ships drifted, uncertain what to do next, or went to retrieve the survivors of the vessels that had been destroyed. A few brave souls pursued the retreating enemy, trying to do them more damage before they got away. 
 
    I got onto the hailing frequency we’d been given for the fleet. 
 
    “Athena to all ships,” I said. “It’s over. They can’t do what they came here to do.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Captain Olusoga responded. “Do we rally and pursue them or deal with the debris?” 
 
    “For now, I think we need to get out of here.” I glanced at one of our screens, which showed the star pulsing as it continued to expand. “Something big is about to go down, and you don’t want to be in its way.” 
 
    I pushed the engines hard, accelerating out of the system, following a course that Fiona was constantly adjusting as more information came in. Evia and Jessica blazed away with the lasers, destroying the debris in our path, but pieces still clang against our shields before pinwheeling away. 
 
    Then we shot out of the cloud of destruction around the collapsing carrier and into clear space. The clangs and crashes stop. Jessica and Evia leaned back in their seats. 
 
    “How’s it looking out there?” I asked Barbara, who was leaning over her console, listening to comms chatter. “Did the others hear? Are they coming?” 
 
    “Most of them,” she said. “After what we’ve done, they trust us. But this is their system, they have homes and families here, some of them are heading for their planets instead.” 
 
    A screen on the wall showed the view behind us. The star was expanding, spreading into the space around it, pulsating with light and life. What looked like limbs emerged from its central mass, arms and legs stretching out. The starbearer was taking form. 
 
    It reached the broken carrier, flying in a close orbit in its cloud of debris. There were flashes as sections of the broken ship were either consumed or obliterated, dark and jagged chunks disappearing into light. I was glad to see the end of a vast machine built only for destruction. 
 
    The starbearer kept on growing. It was amazing to think that all of this had come from the star energy we had harvested, from the work we had done with the beam. Amazing and intimidating. 
 
    I watched in dread as the starbearer’s expansion reached the closest planet, a small, rocky orb. 
 
    “Does anyone live there?” I asked. 
 
    “Mining outposts,” Barbara said. 
 
    “Have they evacuated?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I braced myself to watch the planet’s destruction and to hear about the lives lost. But instead, the planet started to move, swept away by a wave front of energy advancing ahead of the expanding starbearer. Like a ball tossed on the surface of a rippling pond, the planet bobbed away from its original orbit. Others joined it as the starbearer continued to expand, a whole solar system rearranging itself as its star ceased being a star and became so much more. 
 
    “Word from the other ships.” Barbara looked at me but kept a finger pressed to the communications bud in her ear. “The energy wave is saving planets but not ships. Those who are close enough to planets are landing. The rest are running for deep space, they’ll come back once it’s safe.” 
 
    “Any losses?” 
 
    “Some of the voidtouched armada. They turned around to fight the starbearer and were obliterated.” 
 
    I grinned. “They really got what they deserved.” 
 
    We flew on, out of the system and into the surrounding darkness. I relaxed into my seat, then looked around at my crew. Fiona was still busy plotting possible courses, her fangs bared and her fingers twisting one of her braids. Barbara was smiling as she listened to the excited conversations of our allies. Jessica and Evia were leaning away from their weapons consoles, talking quietly but intently about something. 
 
    We were all alive. The people who mattered most to me were safe, and so was the universe, for now at least. A warm glow filled me, and this time it had nothing to do with the power of stars. 
 
    Jessica looked around at me. 
 
    “Where are we heading to now?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve saved the day,” I said. “Let’s go celebrate.” 
 
    Even Aelia’s soft, synthetic voice joined in on the cheering. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dense upper atmosphere of Velafar parted, and the Athena flew through, carrying us through that cloudy protective layer to the idyllic anjelica home world that lay beneath. As we soared above the city, winged figures rose from the streets and tower blocks, flying up to meet us. 
 
    “Are we in some sort of trouble?” I asked Evia. “That’s one hell of a gang of enforcers coming our way.” 
 
    “In trouble?” Evia laughed. “They’re coming to welcome us home. This is a celebration.” 
 
    I laughed too. I’d gotten so used to hostile welcomes, I hadn’t been ready for this, despite our success. 
 
    “Well then, let’s make a spectacle for them. Everyone belted in?” 
 
    I turned the Athena, steering into a barrel roll and then a series of loops along our path to the citadel where we had docked before. The flying crowds swirled around us, and my companions whooped in excitement as we twisted through the air. 
 
    The wall of the citadel opened before us, and the Athena swept in. A moment later, the ship was embraced by the anjelica landing system and came to a complete stop. A boarding bridge telescoped out toward our airlock. 
 
    Grinning and chattering excitedly, we headed off the bridge. We’d had time during the voyage to wash, change our clothes, and tend to our wounds. I still felt tired and battered, but we looked remarkably good given everything we’d been through. 
 
    The outer door opened, and I stepped out onto the boarding bridge. I was met by a wall of sound, thousands of voices cheering for me and my crew. The hangar was thronged with anjelica, some standing on platforms and walkways, some sitting on struts and machines, some hovering by the ceiling. All of them cheered and applauded. Those on the ground stamped their feet. 
 
    “I guess word has got around, huh?” I said. 
 
    “I called ahead,” Evia shouted, struggling to be heard over the adulation. “I thought that they ought to know that we won.” 
 
    As we came to the end of the bridge, the crowd in the landing area parted. Half a dozen anjelica remained, dressed in gauzy, trailing outfits. They started dancing, their costumes streaming in long curves that mapped the pattern of their movement. The dance took them off the ground, into the air, back down and around. A passage opened through the crowd, and they danced along it. We followed. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I said, watching the fluid, supple movements of the dancers in wonder. 
 
    “It’s traditional,” Barbara said. “I think I know the moves.” 
 
    “I’d love to see you dance sometime.” 
 
    “And I’d love to show you.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Some parts of the dance work best without those encumbering clothes.” 
 
    I stirred at the thought of her twisting through the air like these dancers, her bare flesh exposed. That was an image that would keep me happy until I got to see the real thing. 
 
    We were led down through the citadel and out into the city. The crowds were even bigger and louder here. People were singing and dancing, drinking in celebration. Musicians were playing in one of the parks, and someone had laid out a feast, tables loaded down with all kinds of food. There were dishes from every system I’d ever visited and some I’d never heard of, including airy deserts in an anjelica style that melted into a drift of flavor on the tongue. We were soon in the center of a giddy celebration, people eating, drinking, and making merry in our honor. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I said an hour into the party, sipping on a glass of fine wine. 
 
    By now, the cheering had died away, replaced by the general liveliness of a party. Still, wherever any of my crew were, people gathered around us. I’d had my hand shaken hundreds of times, my back slapped almost as often, and been hugged by so many strangers I lost count. 
 
    “We did save the universe,” Jessica pointed out. 
 
    “True, but the war is far from over,” I said. “The voidtouched are still out there, as are Commander Presven and his Irunian forces, not to mention all the allies who backed them at Turgon.” 
 
    “Our mission was successful, though,” Fiona pointed out. “We did something nobody else could have done, stopping that star-killing beam, destroying that vast carrier, crippling the voidtouched fleet. It’ll take them time to rebuild from that, and that means our side has time to prepare. To make weapons, gather allies, develop plans.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not saying we shouldn’t have hope,” I said. “Just that it’s far from over.” 
 
    “At least we get to rest for a bit,” Barbara said. She had been nibbling on a sweet treat, and her lips were dusted with crushed sugar. She ran her tongue across them. “Rest, recuperate, celebrate being alive. We’ve bought ourselves and the rest of the anjelica a fighting chance in this. No one could ask for more right now.” 
 
    I looked around. I’d half expected anjelica officials to come and meet us. I felt as though we had earned that mark of respect, and maybe a medal or two. After all, we’d saved them. 
 
    “Doesn’t your government send representatives to things like this?” I asked. “Or is a party beneath them?” 
 
    “That’s not quite how things work around here.” Evia stepped closer and laid a hand on my chest. “But I have been delegated, as the senior anjelica closest to you, to thank you for everything you’ve done, Simon, on behalf of all the anjelica.” 
 
    “It was a team effort,” I said. 
 
    “You’re too modest. You were the one who steered us through the voidtouched fleet, who defeated Presven, who bore the power of a newborn star and the pain of pouring it into the laser beam. You saved the starbearer and awakened it. Without you, this war would already be over, and the voidtouched would be ruling over the ruins of the universe.” 
 
    “She’s right, Simon,” Barbara said. “All of the anjelica wish to thank you, through us.” 
 
    “OK.” I scratched the back of my neck. Was I blushing? That wasn’t normal for me, but I wasn’t used to receiving the gratitude of an entire civilization. Feeling awkward, I glanced around for support, but Fiona and Jessica’s looks only added to the feeling of being in the spotlight’s bright glare. 
 
    “You saved us all in that fight,” Fiona said. “And you saved the galaxy we live in from darkness. Thank you.” 
 
    “You did alright.” Jessica grinned. “And by alright, I mean amazingly.” 
 
    I took a big gulp of my drink, realized that the glass was empty, and grabbed another off a nearby table. With all this appreciation, I felt like the king of the world, like I was going to burst out of my own chest with pride. I just wished I didn’t have all of them looking at me. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, waving a hand. “Go celebrate. This is for all of us. Let’s make it a party to remember.” 
 
    By the time I’d finished my second drink, Barbara was practicing the traditional aerial dance with the anjelica acrobats, spinning and twirling through the air. Fiona was dancing two, laughing as she moved back and forth between a pair of anjelica children, beer slopping from the half-full glass in her hand. 
 
    Someone took my hand. I felt a tingling, not like the anjelica touch, but something else, something warm and powerful. I looked around to see Jessica smiling at me. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re not dancing,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not a great dancer,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I am, so I’ll make you look good.” 
 
    She put her arms around me and spun me out into a circle of dancers. The musicians moved among us, managing to dance themselves without missing a beat. I was surrounded by the music, the warmth of bodies, the buzz of the crowd. 
 
    Still there was that feeling in my hand, like it was charged with energy. Except that it wasn’t just my hand, it was all through me. I felt supercharged. It was like the star power had been, but less intense, less overwhelming. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Just enjoying the celebration,” I replied. 
 
    “Bullshit. I’ve known you too long to believe that.” She touched my chin with two fingers, turned my head so that I was forced to meet her gaze. “What is it?” 
 
    “I think I’ve retained something from having that star energy in me, some fragment of it, or something new it’s stirred in my esper powers.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not like you were short on power before. What can you do with this new power?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I should find out. Time for me to experiment with my powers.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad way to pass the time.” She winked, and I remembered our esper evening in the woods. I pulled her closer, pressed her body against mine, felt the heat of her flesh and the rhythm as she swayed to the music. 
 
    “I’m going to get even stronger,” I said. “To hone my powers so that, whatever we face next, I’m ready for it. We’re caught up in a war, and we don’t know what the voidtouched will do next. But I’m going to use my abilities to defeat them for good.” 
 
    “Very impressive.” Jessica trailed a finger down my chest. “A strong mind, a strong body, and a strong resolve. I’d like to say that the voidtouched don’t stand a chance, but I don’t want to curse this. It took a lot of skill to defeat Presven, though, so you’re off to a good start.” 
 
    “Him too,” I said. “He’ll be back, and I’ll defeat him. I’ll make sure he suffers the consequences for everything he’s done.” 
 
    “Not just you. All of us. We’re in this together, remember?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I nodded. “You’re right. I couldn’t do any of this without you guys. We’ll need to work together if they hope to win this war.” 
 
    “Damn right we will. But, and don’t tell anyone I said anything as sappy as this, I believe in you, Simon. I know that you’ll lead us to victory.” 
 
    The tempo of the music changed, and Jessica spun away from me, the tips of her fingers clutching mine, then spun back in. The two of us glided through the crowd, and we laughed at it all. Then that tune ended and we stood, grinning and catching our breath, while the intro to the next song played. 
 
    I kissed Jessica, then let her find the others.  
 
    I started looking for a drink. As I was approaching a bar, Barbara appeared from another direction. 
 
    “Simon,” she said softly, taking my hand. “I hate to drag you away from all this, but do you have a moment?” 
 
    “Of course.” I wondered what it could be. A new crisis brewing, surely. Perhaps a problem with the starbearer or a voidtouched fleet coming for revenge. 
 
    Barbara led me out of the park and into a building with tinted windows. In a small room with half-closed blinds, a couch faced a pair of padded chairs. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked softly as I closed the door behind us. Barbara turned to face me. 
 
    “We wanted to get you alone.” Evia’s voice. It had to be serious. 
 
    Evia emerged slowly out of the shadows in the corner of the room and stepped around behind Barbara, who smiled as Evia lifted the shoulders of her dress and let it drop to the floor. It started to occur to me that I might have misjudged this situation. 
 
    “I’m still curious,” I said, taking a step further into the room. “Is something special going on here?” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    Evia stepped out around Barbara, dropping her own dress as she went. Both of them were revealed in their full, naked glory. Bands of light through the shutters caught the curve of Barbara’s breasts as she sank, naked, to her knees in front of me and started unfastening my pants. Evia ran a hand across my chest, lifting my shirt and casting it away. Her touch made my skin tingle, and a rush ran through me even before Barbara’s lips touched me. 
 
    “It’s like I told you,” Evia said. “We want to thank you on behalf of all the anjelica. And now it’s time to thank you properly…” 
 
    A war was still raging through the universe, and I had strange powers to grapple with. But for the rest of that long afternoon, I didn’t care about any of that. I was too busy celebrating with a pair of angels. 
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